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Directors’ Foreword

Although less well known today than Giverny, the small
suburban town of Argenteuil, situated down the Seine from
Paris, was the single most important site for the birth of
impressionism. It was here that Claude Monet and his col-
leagues invented and codified a new artistic language of
broken brushwork and divided light and color, addressing
themes of unprecedented modernity. Working in the open
air, often side by side, they depicted sailboats and regattas,
train trestles and towpaths, gardens and factories, as well as
their families and each other. With apparent spontaneity, they
captured not only the fleeting effects of light and atmosphere
but also the character and temper of the age, with subjects
that struck the critics as startlingly progressive. Monet first
settled at Argenteuil in 1871 and was joined at various times
by Auguste Renoir, Edouard Manet, Alfred Sisley, Eugéne
Boudin, and Gustave Caillebotte. The subject matter and
style of their work achieved nothing less than a revolution
in the art of painting. In a uniquely topical fashion they
defined the genius loci, the spirit of place of Argenteuil, its
landscape, peoples, customs, and pastimes.

A working town, Argenteuil had been known for its
tanneries, silk mills, ironworks, and gypsum mines, which
produced what is still known as “plaster of Paris.” The
town was also synonymous with the new craze for leisure
boating. Situated only fifteen minutes by train from the
Gare Saint-Lazare, it beckoned as a convenient weekend
excursion destination. Though extensively damaged in the
Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871), Argenteuil was quickly

rebuilt and soon drew back its well-to-do day tourists. In the
intensively creative years of the 1870s Monet and his fellow
avant-garde painters shared companionship, recreation, and
the stimulus of intellectual and artistic exchange. It was in
Argenteui] that the group perfected the classic impressionist
style, conceived the first impressionist exhibition of 1874, and
hatched strategies for the promotion of their art.

The present exhibition was initiated by Peter C. Sutton,
former director of the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of
Art, who persuaded the noted impressionist scholar Paul
Hayes Tucker to serve as guest curator and author of the
insightful catalogue. Bringing together more than fifty paint-
ings, many of which have rarely been lent by their private
owners, this is the first exhibition ever dedicated to the
subject. Organized jointly by the National Gallery of Art
and the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, it opens
in Washington in May 2000, then travels to Hartford in
September of 2000. We are abidingly grateful to the lenders,
whose sacrifice in making their works temporarily available
to us ensures the success of the show.

We wish to thank United Technologies Corporation,
especially George David, chairman and chief executive
officer, for making the exhibition possible. United
Technologies has been a friend of both the National Gallery
and the Wadsworth Atheneum for many years, and we
are grateful for their continuing support. The show has
also received an indemnity from the Federal Council on
the Arts and the Humanities.

Earl A. Powell 111 Elizabeth M. Kornhauser

Director Acting Director
National Gallery of Art Wadsworth Atheneum
Washington Museum of Art

Hartford
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On Place and Meaning:

Argenteuil and the Impressionists,

1871-1894

Paul Hayes Tucker

In late 1885, when the impressionists were frayed and fac-
tionalized and when all except Gustave Caillebotte had
abandoned Argenteuil as a communal site for advanced
painting, the satirical magazine Gi/ Blas published the first
installment of a new novel by Emile Zola. Entitled
“L'Oeuvre” (literally “The Work,” but often translated “The
Masterpiece”), the story was serialized in eighty issues of the
magazine and published as his fourteenth book in April 1886.
Unlike his previous fiction, “L’Oeuvre” focused on the Paris
art world, a terrain Zola knew well. From the early 1860s
onward he had followed developments in French art closely,
producing a substantial body of criticism of contemporary
painting and sculpture on which he drew for this not-so-
thinly-veiled portrayal of avant-garde affairs in the capital.

Halfway through the novel, the hero-artist, Claude
Lantier, 1s féted by his friends at a dinner in Paris. Four years
earlier he had established himself as the leader of what was
dubbed the “Open-Air School” after he exhibited a contro-
versial painting of a nude woman lying in a forest with
a clothed man beside her and two nude females in the
background “rolling together on the grass.”" In the process of
painting the picture, Lantier had fallen in love with the
woman who posed for the foreground figure. Without
warning, he decided to leave the city with her to establish a
new life in the country, fleeing the fracas of the Salon and the
abuse of critics—in short, forsaking his career.

The lure of Paris was too strong, however, and he even-
tually returned to take up the fight for recognition, much
to the delight of his fellow “open-air” painters: “Prostrate
with admiration, they poured out all their hopes, told him
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what great store they set by him...he alone, who had all the
makings of a great painter and such a firm grasp of the
requirements of his art, was worthy of being hailed as the
master.” He was essential, they claimed, because “the Open-
Air School had developed considerably...but its efforts lacked
cohesion....Its new recruits turned out little more than
sketches and were easily satisfied with impressions tossed
off on the spur of the moment. What was needed was the man
of genius whose work would be the living image of their
theories.” Full of eagerness, they proclaimed their agenda:
“To conquer the public, open a new period, create a new art!”

This brief passage in Zola’s lengthy tale is laced with
familiar references. The Open-Air School is clearly modeled
on the impressionists; Lantier’s galvanizing painting is based
on Edouard Manet’s Luncheon on the Grass, the succés de
scandale of the Salon des Réfusés of 1863; the leader’s flight to
the country is analogous to the moves of various impres-
sionists from Paris to the suburbs in the 1870s and 1880s; and
the notion that Lantier’s followers were merely producing
mindless sketches derives from the diatribes of conservative
critics who lambasted the impressionists for this perceived
shortcoming. Zola knew the impressionists’ work and agenda
firsthand. He had defended them as emerging artists in
the 1860s in a series of scathing articles that cost him his job
at the Paris newspaper L'Evénement. He continued to write
about them in the 1870s, although he had lost some of
his enthusiasm for their achievements. He thus prepared his
book with considerable authority.

Yet there are more subtle implications to this account, for
Zola was informally gathering material for “LOeuvre” when



the impressionists formalized their movement in the 1870s
and Argenteuil arose as a primary locus. Zola used the above-
quoted passage, for example, to affirm the importance of
Paris as the center of contemporary art. [t is where reputa-
tions were made or broken, where theories were formulated,
debated, and tested in front of a discerning public, and where
great art was created, often with the city as its subject. Thus
when Lantier walked the streets of Paris in the weeks after
dining with his friends, he “could feel [the city] in the very
marrow of his bones....Never had he experienced such an
urge to work, never had he known such hope or felt that all
he had to do was stretch out his hand and produce master-
pieces which would put him in the rank which was his by
right, the first rank.”” The suggestion of course is that the
countryside fosters artistic dallying, if not decline. In the years
Lantier spent away from the capital, he had painted nothing of
importance, whereas the masterpiece he began soon after his
reunion dinner was destined for history because it was a view
of the heart of Paris from the working quays of the Seine.

Despite Zola’s insistence on a carefully applied scientific
naturalism, his sleight of hand and personal bias are felt
throughout the book. Most telling is the emphasis on what
he considers three outstanding problems: the technical lapses of
the group, its need for strong leadership, and the lack of a single
painting to secure the artists’ position in the annals of French art.
Zola had voiced these concerns in the 1870s, asserting in a review
of the second impressionist exhibition in 1876, for example,
that the group needed “more painters sufficiently talented to
bolster the new artistic formula with masterpieces.” In 1879 he
chastised Manet for not having a hand that equaled his eye. In
the 1880s his concerns became more emphatic, causing him to
break with the painters and to write “L’Oeuvre.”

Zola was right on several counts. First, none of the impres-
sionists created a single masterpiece that set the standard and
led the way; no canvas of the 1870s equaled Manet’s Luncheon
on the Grass or his similarly provocative Olympia. The success
of the movement derived instead from a broad body of work
created by different artists with distinct personalities. Second,
although Manet and Monet were often identified as leaders of
the group, the impressionists did not depend on one exclusive
authority; in fact Manet never exhibited with the impressionists
in their independent shows. The success of the movement
therefore depended on group dynamics: it was only through a
collective vision and communal effort that the impressionists
were able to “open a new period, and create a new art,” as
Lantier’s Open-Air School so fiercely desired.

In notes he made before beginning his book, Zola
declared that he wanted to reveal the difhculties of creating
great art and grappling with truth, hoping in the end to con-
vince a hesitant public of the value of innovation, including
his own. He was successful in this (and readers recognized the
significance of his subtext). But he was sorely mistaken in
terms of French painting, for history sorted out the field in a
way that Zola did not foresee—indeed, in a way that would

probably have surprised Lantier and his fictional contem-
poraries: for it is the impressionists who have been granted
highest honors, largely on the basis of their accomplishments
of the 1870s, mostly realized at Argenteuil.

There are many ironies in this turn of events. Chief
among them, and most familiar, is that the impressionists
earned their reputations and livelihoods from paintings that
appeared unfinished to many, as Zola frequently pointed out.
Nothing would have riled the conservative factions of his day
more than knowing that their time-honored principles of
disciplined paint application, decorous color choice, and ele-
vated subject matter would be found inferior to the seemingly
spontancous scumblings of the riotous impressionists. They
would have decried the lowering, or abandonment, of stan-
dards as well as the slandering and shunning of the noble art
of the past, which they had revered and emulated. To the
most resistant, the triumph of impressionism would have
been tantamount to a national disaster, as the academic artist
Jean-Léon Gérome claimed in 1894 when the government
was debating the merits of accepting Caillebotte’s bequest of
his unparalleled collection of impressionist paintings.*

Although Zola appropriated Monet’s first name for his
protagonist and gave the rural village that Lantier adopted
the trappings of Monet’s Giverny, he did not model the char-
acter on any one figure in the impressionist group. As the
impressionists themselves realized—and all of them read the
book except Manet, who had died in 1883—Lantier was a
deftly constructed amalgam of Monet, Manet, and Paul
Cézanne, Zola’s boyhood friend from Aix-en-Provence. This
provides another irony, for twentieth-century scholars were
quick to disassociate Manet and Cézanne from the impres-
sionists. They claimed that Manet was never officially part
of the group and that Cézanne was a postimpressionist or
protocubist. Arguments about these labels persist.

In a further irony, while the impressionists, minus Manet,
exhibited together and formed a bona fide though contentious
association, they resisted calling themselves “the impres-
sionists.” Unlike Lantier’s Open-Air School, they did not give
their group a title. They did not want to be pegged or labeled
by critics, and they did not want to be seen as a “school”
or a movement. Thus for their first joint exhibition, they
chose the commercially based appellation “Société anonyme
des artistes, peintres, sculpteurs, graveurs, etc.” This under-
scored their communal orientation, aesthetic neutrality, and
business focus. They maintained a similar, nondescriptive
title for each of their eight exhibitions held between 1874
and 1886, although for the third, staged in 1877, they put a
sign above the door that read “Exposition des impression-
nistes.” The catalogue for the show, however, bore the title
“Troisieme exposition.”

The greatest irony may well lie not in specific people,
paintings, or names, but in the issue of place. Zola’s emphasis on
Paris as the center of French culture was entirely appropriate.
It was the continuing hub—for historical references, sales,
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criticism, and exchange of theories. In the 1870s, though, the
majority of the impressionists spent most of their time not
in the capital but in the outlying suburbs. And the suburb
that became the most important to them and their movement
was Argenteuil.

Some Facts and Figures

Located only eleven kilometers from the center of Paris,
Argenteuil was a fifteen-minute train ride from the Gare
Saint-Lazare. Monet moved to the town in December
1871 after nearly ten months of self-imposed exile in England
and Holland during the Franco-Prussian War and the
Commune insurrection of 1870-1871. He stayed for about six
years, leaving in January 1878. All of his impressionist friends
except Morisot and Cassatt visited at various times—Sisley,
Renoir, Manet, Caillebotte, Pissarro, Degas, and Cézanne.
Some came singly, others in groups, some to visit and
share a meal, others to paint and strategize about their
goals. Collectors came too—Georges de Bellio, Georges
Charpentier, Victor Chocquet—as did critics, such as
Théodore Duret and perhaps Paul Alexis.

Monet was enormously prolific in Argenteuil, painting
about 180 canvases, for an average of 30 pictures a year, or one
every twelve days.’ Pissarro, Degas, and Cézanne visited
without producing any work. (Pissarro, the patriarch of the
group, was fruitfully ensconced in Pontoise, a town of very
different character from Argenteuil; Degas, the arch-
Parisian, rarely painted anywhere outside the capital; and
Cézanne was either with Pissarro in Pontoise or in his native
Aix in the south of France.) But Sisley, Renoir, Manet, and
Caillebotte, painting in and around Argenteuil, created some
of the most novel canvases of their careers. Combined with
Monet’s achievements, their paintings constitute one of the
most remarkable bodies of work in the history of art, making
Argenteuil synonymous with impressionism and a touchstone
for the development of Western visual culture.

Most of the impressionists first came to the agréable petite
ville, as guidebooks of the period called Argenteuil, because
Monet was there. After he left, Caillebotte bought land in Petit
Gennevilliers across the river from Argenteuil, built a house on
the shores of the Seine, and declared it to be his permanent
residence in 1888. Renoir continued to visit the area, mostly, it
seems, to see Caillebotte. Manet may actually have known these
suburbs better than anyone else in the group, for his family
owned a home in Gennevilliers, slightly closer to Paris. It
had been his summer retreat in the 1850s and 1860s and may
have figured in his formulation of the landscape setting for his
notorious Luncheon on the Grass. Although Manet never
painted Gennevilliers itself and worked in Argenteuil only
briefly in the 1870s, he may have introduced Monet to the area
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by putting him in touch with Mme Emilie-Jeanne Aubry, who
owned property in Argenteuil, including a house that she
rented to Monet in late 1871. It was the first house Monet and
his family occupied in the town. In fact it was the first house he
could call his own since the early 1860s, when he had left his
boyhood home in Saint-Adresse on the Normandy coast to
seek his destiny as a painter in Paris.’

It 1s not clear why Monet chose to settle in Argenteuil.
There is no evidence that he had visited the town prior to
making his decision, although he may have passed through it
when commuting to Paris from Normandy and from other
suburbs in which he lived and worked in the 1860s: Sevres
in 1866, Bonniéres in 1868, and Saint-Michel near Bougival
in 1869—1870. Given the number of other towns he painted
during the decade—Saint-Adresse, Honfleur, Le Havre,
Etretat, Fécamp, Chailly, Trouville—it seems strange that he
did not opt to return to any of them and instead moved to
Argenteuil; all were delightful places and had inspired
significant paintings that expanded his repertoire of subjects,
enhanced his reputation among his contemporaries, and
advanced his own sense of direction as an artist. But perhaps
he wanted something new and different. Never having stayed
in one place for more than twelve months during the 1860s
and then having left France for England and Holland, he
may also have been yearning for a permanent home.

Other factors may have contributed to his decision.
In November 1870, during his exile in London, he turned
thirty. Life expectancy for the average thirty-year-old French
male at the time was about sixty, which meant he had reached
middle age. Moreover, his father died while Monet was
abroad; since his mother had died in the 1850s, this second
loss probably made him more aware of his own mortality.
Finally, just before leaving France in 1870, he had married
Camille Doncieux, who had been his model and lover since
1865; they had had a son, Jean, in 1867, who was four and
nearing school age when they returned to France.

Argenteuil was blessed with many advantages. It was
closer to Paris than were any of the suburbs in which Monet
had lived during the 1860s, and it had excellent rail service to
and from the capital, with trains running every half hour. It
had good housing, a healthy economy, and stores for virtually
everything one needed. It also offered a range of motifs that
modern landscape painters such as Monet and his impres-
sionist colleagues would have found attractive, most notably a
spectacular stretch of the Seine. After tracing an arc through
Paris, this national waterway took a northward turn at
Bellevue-Billancourt, looped back on itself at Saint-Denis,
and curved north again at Saint-Germain-en-Laye on its way
to Le Havre and the English Channel. The Seine reached its
greatest width of 195 meters and dropped to its deepest level
of 21 meters as it flowed from Epinay to Bezons, or right
past Argenteuil (fig. 1). It was unencumbered by islands or
projecting points of land along its shores, so residents could
profit from the river’s fullest expanse.



This natural asset was not fully exploited until the 1850s,
when the town fathers, at the urging of Paris partisans, spon-
sored the first sailing races held in the suburbs (fig. 2).
The initiative proved so successful that such races became
regular events. Over the next decade La Société des Régates
Parisiennes, the most important boating club in the Paris
region, established the headquarters for its sailing club, le
Cercle de la Voile de Paris, on the banks of the Seine at
Argenteuil, holding races and festivals there until 1894. (This
club sull exists, with headquarters in Paris and at Les
Mureaux, a smaller town downriver.) In fact Argenteuil
became well known for boating activities of all kinds—
steamboat races, rowing races, water jousts, and general
pleasure boating—which it promoted in local newspapers as
well as posters in and around Paris. These marketing efforts
paid off. The town became the official site for international
sailing competitions held in conjunction with the 1867
World’s Fair as well as for other prestigious aquatic events
over the ensuing decades.

Fig. 2. Poster for
Argenteuil’s first

regatta, August 1850.
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[t is therefore not surprising that the impressionists
focused on the Seine and its nautical offerings. They were not
the first, however. Soon after Argenteuil became accessible
from Paris by rail in 1851, artists began to make it the subject
of their work, as evident from a drawing by Morel Fatio that
is inscribed 1866 (fig. 3). Commercial artists were regularly
engaged by newspapers and magazines to provide illustra-
tions of recreation spots, including Argenteuil (fig. 4). Similar
views appeared during the years Monet and his friends
painted in Argenteuil.

Those who came for these boating events found much
to enjoy in addition to the races, fireworks, and occasional
carnival. There was a beautiful promenade along the river,
popular with residents as well as visitors (fig. 5). Bordered
on one side by the waters of the Seine, the well-worn path
was lined on the other side by stately chestnut trees that lent
shade and grandeur to the site. The promenade provided
breathtaking views of the river from Argenteuil to neighbor-
ing Bezons and on to the heights of the Saint-Germain hills
in the distance. A similar path ran along the opposite bank
of the Seine (fig. 6). It was more modestly planted with a
single row of trees and interrupted by houses, including those
Caillebotte and his brother built in the 1880s. The Argenteuil
promenade was spared such intrusions because it was part
of the Champs de Mars, an elliptical, densely planted, public
section of town (fig. 7). The Champs de Mars was defined
by the promenade and by the Boulevard Héloise, one of the
town’s main thoroughfares. For centuries the area had been
an island, cut off from the shore by an arm of the Seine. In
the 1790s this channel was the suspected breeding ground
for a malaria epidemic. Community leaders decided to rid
themselves of the problem and, over the next thirty years,
used the town’s sixteenth-century fortifications to fill it in,
creating the Boulevard Héloise in the process. Delightfully
cool during the summer, the Champs de Mars was a gather-
ing place for locals throughout the year and a site for
municipal events, such as the town’s food market, which
came every Tuesday, Friday, and Sunday, a tradition that
continues to this day.

In addition to the Boulevard Héloise, which attracted the
attention of both Monet and Sisley in 1872 (cats. 4, 5),
Argenteuil had streets and alleyways that were as rich in
history as they were visually appealing. This is because
the town dated back to the seventh century A.D. when a
wealthy nobleman, Seigneur Ermanric, and his wife received
permission from Childebert III to found a nunnery in
“Argentoialium.” In the ninth century Charlemagne gave the
nunnery what was said to be the tunic of Christ, which made
Argenteuil a pilgrimage destination for hundreds of years. In
the twelfth century the nunnery was home to its most famous
prioress, Héloise, who retired there following a scandalous
relationship with her Parisian tutor, the theologian Pierre
Abélard (hence the name of one of Argenteuil’s most impor-
tant streets). Other notable residents included the fiery
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Fig. 3. Morel Fatio, Sailing Race at Argenteuil, 13 May 1866.
Musée du Vieil Argenteuil

A\

Fig. 4. Paul Renouard, “Autumn Regattas at Argenteuil,” wood
engraving by M. Moller, Le Monde Illustré (1879)

Fig. 5. Photograph of the promenade along the Seine at

Argenteuil, late nineteenth century



eighteenth-century revolutionary Mirabeau, the nineteenth-
century composer Ambrose Thomas, who wrote “La Mar-
seillaise,” and Monet’s older contemporary, the academic
painter Ary Scheffer. Georges Braque was born there in 1882.

Argenteuil developed around the nunnery following the
plan of a Roman grid, with the river defining the south-
eastern edge. Over the years the rigor of the grid relaxed,
creating a looser pattern of altered rectangles and squares that
added to the town’s charm. No artist, commercial or other-
wise, seems to have taken much interest in these picturesque
streets, or in the place as a whole, prior to Monet’s arrival,
although there is at least one engraving from the seventeenth
century that shows the town’s fortifications and a number

Fig. 6. Photograph of the Petit Gennevilliers promenade,
late nineteenth century
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Fig. 8. Engraving of Argenteuil, c. 1610. Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris

from the eighteenth that depict it as a bucolic site (figs. 8, 9).
Dozens of images commemorate the foiled marriage of
Héloise and her lover in subsequent years, as interest in this
steamy medieval affair continued through the nineteenth
century and impressed itself on the minds of Parisians,
carning Argenteuil a permanent place in history.

Argenteuil had other reasons to be recognized and
remembered. Most significant, the fields around the town at
one time supported vineyards that yielded a grape of notable
quality; in the seventeenth century le vin d’Argenteurl was
selected by Abbé de Marolles under Louis XIII as one of the
best wines in the fle de France.” Whether due to changes
in soil conditions, weather, or agricultural practices, the
wine descended from its once-heralded heights to a level of
mediocrity in the nineteenth century, but it was still con-
sumed and enjoyed—mostly because it was inexpensive.
Monet ordered his wines from Bordeaux and Narbonne, a
discerning but far more costly choice.

The town was also known for its asparagus, which,
unlike its wine, improved in quality, quantity, and fame in the
nineteenth century. Although grown in many locations
around Paris, the variety produced in Argenteuil was consis-
tently judged to be superior and was anointed grand prize
winner at the World’s Fairs of 1867 and 1878. Served at
the finest restaurants in Paris, it was also exported around the
globe. Manct featured Argenteuil’s asparagus in a number of
his still lifes.

Equally renowned were Argenteuil’s gypsum deposits,
which werce substantial enough to have provided the town a
steady income from the time of their discovery in the Middle
Ages. Francois I used them for his vast building campaigns in
the sixteenth century. In the nincteenth century the mines
became ever more important, because gypsum is the essential
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ingredient in plaster. With the expansion of Paris and its
suburbs, construction boomed, increasing the demand for
plaster walls, ceilings, and decorative ornaments. In the 1870s
the town could claim four mines operating at full capacity.
Although the plaster used during this period came from
Argenteuil and neighboring towns, it became known as
“plaster of Paris,” a term still in use.

Guidebooks in the late nineteenth century generally
noted these points when reviewing Argenteuil’s history and
contributions to the region. They also drew attention to
an old windmill, the Moulin d’Orgemont, that sat on top of a
hill northeast of the town near the gypsum mines. The mill
had not been used in decades to grind grain, but it offered
fabulous views of the surrounding area and, because of that,
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Fig. 9. Jeanne Deny, “View of Argenteuil,” engraving by
Louis Masquelin, late eighteenth century



had been converted into a restaurant that still operates today
(fig. 10). Monet painted it once from the vineyards at the foot
of the Orgemont hill, and at least once in the background of
a view of the Seine from Petit Gennevilliers (ig. 22). When
Caillebotte painted from the same vantage point ten years
later, he made sure the mill stood out against the sky (cat. 29).

Both Monet and Caillebotte climbed to the top of the
Orgemont hill to take in the view and to work (figs. 11, 12).
With the Seine snaking its way through the valley below, they
could see Argenteuil nestled along the near bank of the river.
The plains of Petit Gennevilliers stretched out on the other
side to meet the fields of Gennevilliers, which then gave way
to a beckoning distance and finally to a horizon broken
by the skyline of Paris. The world was at their fingertips,
at once graspable and elusive, open to being rendered
in all its particulars or seen merely as a collection of abstract
shapes and patterns. For Monet and Caillebotte the beauty
of the site lay in details that were close enough to be appre-
hended rather than in distant forms. Like most of their
impressionist colleagues, they preferred the tangible and tac-
tile to the vague and ethereal. Panoramic views therefore do
not appear prominently in their Argenteuil oeuvres, except
when grounded by elements in the immediate foreground,
such as the path in Monet’s painting, or by man-made forms
like a section of a bridge. From the heights of Orgemont the
most obvious nonnatural forms were the cylindrical chimneys
of Argentewl’s factories, which Monet sithouettes against
the sky like the stakes in the vineyards. Their difference from
the natural landscape is declared not only by their unadorned
shapes but also by their undisguised activity, as dark trails
of gray smoke spewing from two of them are blown across
the scene, their undulations contrasting with the blotchy
clouds beyond.

Argenteuil had made a conscious decision to attract busi-
nesses to its shores and establish itself as a vital commercial
center. And it had enjoyed impressive success. With the sail-
boats, sculls, and steamboats came industries large and small:
boat builders, tanneries, distilleries, chemical plants, iron
forges. The most significant was the Joly iron works in the
center of town. It was founded in 1823 by Pierre Joly, with
two employees making iron railings and tools. By 1863 it had
grown to be one of the major iron fabricators in France,
employing more than three hundred people and producing
enormous iron forms, such as bridge trestles and elements for
the largest iron building in France: Les Halles, the central
food market in the heart of Paris.

Argenteuil’s municipal council did not try to limit devel-
opment by designating separate parts of the town as industrial
zones. Eager to have new businesses and to broaden its tax
base, it granted permits for construction wherever there was
space, even if that meant in residential areas, to the occasional
displeasure of neighbors. With land values in Argenteuil only
a fraction of those in Paris, developers and entrepreneurs
were happy to invest in the suburb. Most people saw all this
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Fig. 11. Claude Monet, The Path through the Vineyards,
1872, oil on canvas, Private Collection, Europe
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oil on canvas, Private Collection
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development as a positive force. It was a way for the town,
having languished as a quiet agrarian village for centurics,
to assume a leadership position, maximize its land and re-
sources, and ensure prosperity for subsequent generations.
People also recognized that industrialization, though still in
its infancy, would be the wave of the future, and if the com-
munity were to remain vibrant and competitive, it needed to
harness the power of this new beast.

Although not every municipality was as aggressive as
Argenteuil, the growth of industry in the Paris suburbs in the
second half of the nineteenth century was the most significant
factor in the region’s transformation. Popular illustrators
and guidebooks—in fact, the mass media in general

embraced this change with supportive articles and startling
images (fg. 13). The countryside in this view seems to have
been completely overrun by industry, the skies prodded by
factory chimneys belching smoke, the tillable land pushed
aside by the onrushing railroad.

This was not to everyone’s liking. Gustave Flaubert’s
Paris clerks Bouvard and Pécuchet, from his novel of the
same name, set out to look for a house in the country after
one received a handsome inheritance. They searched “every-
where in the vicinity of Paris, from Amicns to Evreux, from

Fontainebleau to Le Havre,” yet “still found nothing.” Like
many of their contemporaries in the 1870s, when Flaubert
wrote his book, “they wanted to be away from other houses,”
but they hesitated to buy a place “too exposed to winds from
the sea, or too near some factory, or too inaccessible.” They
ended up far from Paris in unadulterated countryside
between Caen and Falaise. Their fundamental problem was
not the elusiveness of an ideal, or the fickleness of individual
taste, or the inability to make a decision, but the desire to
escape the pervasive changes occurring in France, especially
in the Paris region. The result was they had to move a great
distance from the capital. As Zola emphasized in each of his
novels, Paris was the biggest, most aggressive, most creative
force in France. Developments there inevitably overflowed its
boundaries to affect the surrounding countryside—for better
or for worse.

For all its ingenuity, appetite, and zeal, however, the
capital could not have transformed the area as rapidly as it did
if it had not been for the invention of the railroad. Trains

transported people and products as well as ideas and political
power, and they did so, as Zola described in La Béte humaine
in 1890, like “a gigantic creature lying across the land, with its
head in Paris and joints all over the line.” What Zola called

Fig. 13. “Saint-Denis Station,” from Adolphc Joanne, Les Environs de Paris (1850), 405
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this “sovereign beauty of metal beings” was directly respon-
sible for the changes that the impressionists confronted in
Argenteuil.” The Chemin de fer de I'Ouest, which laid the
first railroad in France in 1838 (from Paris to Saint-Germain),
extended the line in 1851 to the banks of the Seine across from
Argenteuil; in 1863 it built a bridge over the river and
brought the train straight into town, thus linking it with the
capital and with a destiny that prompted the local newspaper
in 1862 to assert: “If we do not paralyze its tendencies and
direction, Argenteuil, by its situation and proximity to Paris,
should become a populated and important city.”"” Whether
one agreed or not, it was clear that once the bridge was raised
the town would never be the same.

When Monet moved to Argenteuil in 1871, initiating one
of the most fertile periods in his career, he made a definite
choice to live among its mélange of fields and factories,
picturesque streets and rumbling trains, bourgeois pleasure
seekers and blue-vested workers. Of the towns in which he
had lived and worked in the 1860s, none was affected by the
Industrial Revolution to the same degree as Argenteuil. In
fact Seévres, Bonnieres, and Saint-Michel have managed to
maintain their suburban allure to this day. Argenteuil, by
contrast, was willing to gamble its bucolic past on what it per-
ceived to be a brighter, grander future.

The story of the years that Monet and his friends spent in
the community, therefore, is the story of their attempt to come
to terms with this decision and its consequences and to translate
what they saw and felt into visual form. It was an evolving
relationship, one that seemed coordinated with their commit-
ment to render the contemporary world with all its wonders
and novelties, contradictions and ambiguities. As Zola noted
when these artists were emerging in the 1860s: “They inter-
pret their epoch as men who live in it. Their works are alive
because their subjects are taken from life and are painted with
all the love that the artists have for modernity.”"" Argentcuil
was thus the ideal place for them, at least for a while.

Site and Style: Argenteuil and Barbizon

Argenteuil’s appeal to the impressionists derived mostly
from its diversity, which offered something for everyone.
Depending on where one looked, the town could be charm-
ingly historical or glaringly contemporary, delightfully rustic
or unnervingly progressive. Monet encountered these con-
trasts on a daily basis. Directly across the strecet from his house
on the rue Pierre Guienne (his first residence in Argenteuil)
stood an impressive eighteenth-century building that served
as the town hospice. When he walked out his front door, he
could see the newly renovated Boulevard Héloise, the
Champs de Mars, and the promenade to the right. If he
turned to his left, he could see the railroad station and several

factories, beyond which stretched residential streets that led
to the vineyards and the Orgemont hill with its windmill-
restaurant. Everything was within walking distance, as the
ads for the Orgemont restaurant assured potential patrons
(fig. 10). Argenteuil was thus not only diverse, it was also
malleable and alive.

In that regard, the town could not have been more different
than its most famous predecessor in the history of art, the village
of Barbizon, which lay about sixty kilometers south of Paris,
at the edge of the Forest of Fontainebleau. Like Argenteuil,
Barbizon had attracted a band of adventurous artists—
Théodore Rousseau, Jean-Frangois Millet, Charles Jacques,
and Jules Dupré—all of whom, like the impressionists, had
escaped the city for the country, albeit some of them just for

summers twenty years earlier. But Barbizon was a poor, rural,
farming village that had not changed in centuries. Its modest
stone houses and traditional agrarian practices were tangible
evidence of how the past had endured, unaltered and unher-
alded. Industry and pleasurable pastimes had no place or
meaning, nor did notions of invention and advancement.
Barbizon was caught in a time warp that made it homogeneous
and earthbound, qualities that its dry, flat, windswept fields
tended to reinforce. Although it was linked to Paris by stage-
coach, the railroad never came; even today, one has to drive
to get there.

The art that Barbizon yielded was therefore very different
from what the impressionists plumbed from Argenteuil.
Paintings by Millet and his confreres took rural traditions for
their subjects, notably peasants and shepherds, goat herders
and cow tenders, engaged in time-honored routines. Their
solemn, heartfelt, carefully wrought views are accompanied
by homages to the meticulously worked fields of Barbizon
and to the many faces of nature that the region revealed.
Most poetic perhaps is the attention paid to small delights—
chickens in winter, ducks in summer, cows being milked,
as if the medieval glories of the Tiés
riches heures of the duc de Berry were alive and well and

primroses in bloom

worth recalling.

These paintings were radical for their time because they
focused on humble matter and raised individuals from the
lower class to heights traditionally reserved for noble figures
from history, religion, or mythology. As such, they prepared
the way for the more confrontational art of the impressionists.
But Barbizon pictures differ from works of the impressionists
at Argenteuil not only in subject, feeling, and orientation but
in craft, emphasis, and style.

Barbizon artists worked from dark to light, building up
their forms gradually with modulated tonalities so that the
illusion of three-dimensionality was achieved by rigorously
maintained relationships among the inherent values of their
colors. Touch was equally controlled—no swirls of the brush,
no virtuoso performances. Moreover, in keeping with the
hard-won existence of their subjects, Millet and his followers
used their medium sparingly. They were sensitive colorists,
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able to detect the subtle range of hues that nature offered
them. Their pigments were restrained, bound by a preference
for earth tones and the sober side of the spectrum. Millet and
his followers primed their canvases with muted colors as well,
taking their cue from their sites and subjects and from more
traditional art.

The impressionists appreciated the ways in which the
Barbizon artists evoked nature’s palette, but they felt no need
to contain their enthusiasm for its glories and vitality. Monet
and his colleagues lathered their canvases with rich, thick pig-
ments, as if impelled by their own gusto and self-confidence.
Like their more assertive middle-class subjects, they appeared
unconcerned about the cost of such excess, or about its flashi-
ness and suggestions of hedonism. They did not want to
temper their color, because for them color was the physical
embodiment of light. Their interest in capturing natural
effects as accurately as possible inspired them to use pigments
with a freedom that approximated nature’s own. Their keen
desire to make their pictures equivalents to contemporary
existence led them to invest color with the abandonment and
unpredictability of the modern world.

This also meant that elements in impressionist paintings
did not have to conform to inherited expectations and be held
in predictable compositional hierarchies. In Barbizon, tradi-
tions were so continuous and omnipresent that the artists who,
went there to record its way of life naturally organized their
subjects in a manner that reinforced their internal logic.
Argenteuil, caught in the throes of change—indeed defined
by the raucous conjunction of old and new, the discarded and
the reformulated—contained within its constructs an order
that was entirely new. It depended on mobility and open-
mindedness as opposed to Barbizon’s stability and single
focus; it welcomed inconsistency and clutter, ambiguity and
unease, as qualities to exploit, not difficulties to be avoided.

While working in Argenteuil the impressionists there-
fore invented or appropriated unanticipated strategies for
organizing forms, with bridges shooting into their scenes at
dramatic angles and sailboat masts jutting upward from
unseen sources outside the picture (cat. 28). [t was an ingenious
way to express the dynamics of the place and make sense out of
what could otherwise seem messy and meaningless. Barbizon,
with its clarity and simplicity, was more easily apprehended.
Argenteuil, with its mix of the engineered and the inconstant,
was more demanding. It was in tune with the times, however,
which may be one reason Monet found it attractive and may
explain why it provoked such novel, robust, idiosyncratic
reactions among its IMpressionist visitors.

Like Barbizon, Argenteuil gave deep pleasure and sat-
isfaction to the artists who worked there, particularly
Monet and Caillebotte, who stayed the longest. In part, these
rewards were the product of the town’s physical appeal
and the ways its offerings met the demands of the
new avant-garde. Barbizon artists would have been lost in
Argenteuil’s contradictions, whereas the impressionists

22 THE IMPRESSIONISTS AT ARGENTEUIL

viewed these contradictions as challenges, the most significant
of which entailed transforming the complex into the compre-
hensible. Building on their initiatives of the 1860s, they were
able to devise a vocabulary when working in Argenteuil that
matched that of their subject or at least approximated the
varied qualities of the areas of town that they chose to paint.
Their broken brushwork, irregular surfaces, heightened
color, and sense of fleeting impressions were not merely for-
mal innovations to undermine the status quo of the profession
or demonstrate personal virtuosity. Like their choices of what
to paint and the compositional tactics employed to organize
those choices, these formal elements acted as bearers of mean-
ing. They were at once evidence of the artists’ distinct per-
sonalities and testimony to the ties that bound them as a group.
They were also the physical proof of the artists” engagement
with the moment and their desire to give readable form to
Argenteuil’s amorphous character.

Another challenge concerned their willingness to put
individual differences aside and constitute themselves as a
legal entrepreneurial entity. This proved more difficult in
practice than in intention. The artists were divided as to what
model to follow, what specific statutes should bind them,
what financial commitments each should make, who should
be invited to join, and so on. These issues often caused dis-
content, revealing the political and social stances that
separated them as well as the biases they held about other
potential members. Many of these differences, especially the
last, plagued their attempts to mount exhibitions, which
was their primary reason for forming an association. The
so-called first impressionist exhibition of 1874 contained as
many works by mainstream artists as by those who would
become known as impressionists.

Resolving these issues was no easy matter at any point
during the twelve years of their informal union. Initially
it required the leadership of Monet and Pissarro, who negoti-
ated compromises, raised funds, and exercised sufficient
diplomacy to produce a document they all could sign. Begun
in early 1873 (Monet first mentions it in a letter to Pissarro in
April of that year), the process took nearly ten months.”
Significantly, many of the meetings were conducted not in
Paris, where most of the artists lived, but in Monet’s house in
Argenteulil, to which everyone had to travel. The symbolism
of this could not have escaped the organizers: Paris was
the focus of their attention and the projected site for their
activities as a collective, but this awkward emerging suburb
was the planning center for what they hoped would be a
dynamic new force in the nation’s art. That it would originate
outside the capital, in a town that was itself trying to assume
a leadership role in the region, seems strikingly appropriate.

The group apparently agreed, as its preliminary plans
were announced from Monet’s living room. The press release
came in the form of a letter dated 7 May 1873, which Monet
wrote to Paul Alexis, the art critic for L’Avenir National.
Alexis had just published an article suggesting that arusts



should unite to create syndicates so that they could stage
independent exhibitions. Monet’s response had to have been
penned with the blessings of the soon-to-be-called impres-
sionists. “A group of painters assembled in my home,” Monet
wrote, “has read with pleasure the article which you have
published in L’Avenir National. We are happy to see you
defend ideas which are ours too, and we hope that, as you say,
L’Avenir National will kindly give us assistance when the society
which we are about to form will be completely constituted.”*

Alexis took the liberty of noting that “several artists
of great merit” had stepped forward to join this group,
including Béliard, Gautier, Guillaumin, Jongkind, Pissarro,
and Sisley: “The painters, most of whom have previously
exhibited, belong to that group of naturalists which has
the right ambition of painting nature and life in their large
reality. Their association, however, will not be just a small
clique. They intend to represent, interests, not tendencies,
and hope for the adhesion of all serious artists.”"*

By the end of the year they had gathered such avant-
garde artists—except for Manet
mounted their first independent exhibition. One of the most
significant moments in the history of French modernism thus
belongs in many ways not to the trumpeted capital, as Zola
might have wanted, nor to the fields of Barbizon, as Millet
and his companions may have envisioned, but to Argenteuil

and four months later had

and this contentious group of roughly thirty-year-old painters
who gathered to endorse the notions of modernity and change
as unifying principles, much as the town itself had.

On Individuality and the Collective

What struck many who saw the first exhibition is what still
astonishes people today: namely, the shared interests and
stylistic similarities of the core group of impressionists. “To
paint what they see, to reproduce nature without interpreting
it, and without arranging it, scems to be the goal of these
artists of the boulevard des Capucines,” remarked one critic
after viewing the show."” So strongly have these ideas been
stamped on the history of the movement and instilled in the
interested public that one somewhat dazzled obscrver at a
recent exhibition of impressionist paintings that ended with
a suite of Monet’s Meules proclaimed to a companion,
“Oh look! They all did haystacks too.”

This visitor most likely would not have been caught in
such confusion if transported to the carly 18gos when Monet
completed his stack series; by then the impressionists were
painting pictures quite different from one another’s. But it
might have been possible to mistake a canvas by Monet for
one by Renoir at the end of the 1860s, when the two worked
together at La Grenouillere; and it certainly would have been
the case in the following decade at Argenteuil. Time and

again in the 1870s Monet stood side by side with one of his
artist friends rendering the same scene: the Boulevard Héloise
(cats. 4, 5), a regatta on the Seine (cats. 30, 31), the boat basin
with sailboats and sculls (cats. 32, 33), the railroad bridge, and
the Petit Bras of the Seine. Sisley was the first to join Monet in
Argenteuil, and they initiated this custom; Monet and Renoir,
the second to visit, soon followed suit. Manet worked beside
Renoir once, both of them painting Monet’s wife Camille and
son Jean in Monet’s backyard (see cat. 21).

The impressionists also produced many pictures of each
other during their stays with Monet. Renoir sketched or
painted his host four times and Camille as many (see cats. 15,
16, 19, 21); Manet did two portraits of Monet painting in his
studio boat with Camille at his side (cat. 39 and fig. 20) as well
as the one of the whole family; Monet painted at least one
image of Manet working in the garden. This habit not
only deepened their friendships and avoided the expense of
models, it encouraged them to support one another in the face
of the challenges they had so ambitiously posed for them-
selves. In the process they were able to fulfill their equally
important aim to base art on life, and as an added benefit, they
could elevate themselves and their practice to a level of
significance that afhrmed their claims to history.

Although painting together required an open mind and
a healthy combination of tolerance and trust, it offered a
unique opportunity for mutual inquiry, for sharing informa-
tion, observations, and technical tricks. The impressionists
had learned the advantages of this practice as students in the
1860s, when they had worked together in Charles Gleyre’s
studio or on painting excursions to the suburbs and beyond.
Monet was especially enthusiastic about the rewards, as he
explained to Frédéric Bazille in 1864: “There are a lot of us at
the moment in Honfleur....Boudin and Jongkind are here; we
are getting on marvelously. I regret very much that you aren’t
here, because in such company there’s a lot to be learned and
nature begins to grow beautiful.”"’

Students usually abandoned this exercise when they left
their master’s studio and became professional artists. The
impressionists did not. It was as if they were perennial
students, with a curiosity that could not be satisfied by tradi-
tional rites of passage. They did not discount the value of
working in isolation. After Boudin left Honfleur in the fall
of 1864, for example, Monet wrote his mentor “I am quite
alone at the present, and frankly I work all the better for it.”"”
But he knew he still had much to learn, writing in the above-
cited letter to Bazille in the summer of 1864 “There are some
things that one cannot fathom [when]| all alone,” things
that have to do with “what one sees and what one under-
stands.” It was not a question of perfecting technical aspects
of their craft to get them right—a problem that haunted
Zola’s Claude Lantier—but of continuing to paint. It was

work as process and discovery more than work as producing
a product. The impressionists did not scrape down their
canvases in the 1870s every time things went badly, as Zola’s
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hero did continually (to the point that he was never able to
finish his masterpiece and, in frustration, hanged himself in
his studio in front of his failed picture).

To be sure, the impressionists were concerned about how
their paintings looked and had many discouraging moments,
particularly in the 1860s when they too “struggled, scraped
off, and began again,” as Monet admitted to Bazille."” But
they had to earn a living, and by the 1870s they had become
enormously proficient and were willing to set things down
without working and reworking them. They were not aim-

ing to achieve a finite goal or create an ideal—the perfect
sunset, the most novel figural arrangement, the most brilliant
light effect. If that occurred, it was a bonus, but the norms
and hierarchies that ruled the art of their time were neither
the beginning nor the end of their efforts. As Zola made clear,
they drew their art from life and from the endlessly fascinat-
ing drama of nature. That afforded them great flexibility and
allowed them to worry less about producing a masterpiece
than about building a body of work that had the integrity and
significance befitting their subjects.

By placing shared goals above individual differences and
common concerns before personal gains, the impressionists
contradicted contemporary expectations. That is in part why
visitors to their first exhibition, held in the vacated studios of
the notorious Paris photographer Nadar, were so surprised,
by what they saw. No jury had decided what would be in
the show; that was the prerogative of the participants. After
paying sixty francs, each had the right to submit two works,
neither of which would be rejected. (Everyone ignored this
ratio and included more than two without extra charge.)
A lottery was used to determine the way the paintings were
hung in the exhibition. Ten percent of any sales would be
applied toward the show’s operating budget. No one was
competing for prizes or awards; there were none to give out.

Leveling the competition to stimulate a sense of the com-
munal ran the risk of suppressing individuality, but the
united front established by this strategy had considerable
value. The impressionists were attempting to lay siege to a
monolithic system of making and marketing works of art,
controlled by the national Salons; no one person or painting
could accomplish the task alone. Most of the critics who
reviewed the exhibition in 1874 recognized this; several
praised the initiative, though they did not like the art.”

The idea for this assault on the Salon and the powers of
central authority arose in the 1860s, largely from Monet,
although he had plenty of input from his friends. The first
stirrings of rebellion had not borne fruit, for a variety of
reasons: money, timing, personal distractions, and an under-
lying urge to succeed at the Salon. When Monet returned
to France in 1871, the country’s dual disasters of the Franco-
Prussian War and the Commune insurrection made any
immediate action impossible. But he continued to nurture the
idea and acted on it in his first two years in Argenteuil with
unprecedented conviction and a few sly maneuvers.
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Initially, he did what was most important; he continued
to create paintings. In fact he worked as never before. In 1872
he completed more than sixty canvases (an average of one
every six days), exceeding his total output for the previous two
years combined. The results included still lifes, portraits, garden
and boating scenes, views of smoking factories, suburban
streets, clipper ships, bridges over the Seine—more settings
and subjects than any group of pictures he had produced in
any previous year of his career. He was evidently stimulated
not only by the prospect of an independent exhibition but by
his new locale and its many possibilities. He was also thrilled
to be back in France, which “still has many beautiful things to
paint,” as he told Pissarro while in Holland on his way home.”

Monet may likewise have been responding to the keen
interest in his work that the dealer Paul Durand-Ruel had
shown. Durand-Ruel had been the premier representative of
Barbizon art in France and had a huge stock of paintings by
Millet, Rousseau, and others. During the Franco-Prussian
War he too had left France for England, where he met Monet
through Charles Daubigny, who had also gone into self-
imposed exile there. Impressed with the young artist,
Durand-Ruel included one of Monet’s paintings in a show he
staged to inaugurate a new gallery he was opening on Bond
Street in December 1870. In 1872 he bought twenty-nine
more, paying Monet the handsome sum of 9,880 francs; in
1873 he bought another thirty-four, for 19,100 francs. Life
was good for the emerging painter; doctors and lawyers in
Paris at the time made only 9,000 to 10,000 francs a year.”

Although the economy retreated in 1874—which pre-
vented Durand-Ruel from buying any more paintings from
Monet for nearly ten years—the dealer’s first buying spree,
coupled with other sales Monet was able to conclude in late 1872
and early 1873, must have led the artist to believe that the time
was right to plan an independent group exhibition. It cost him
dearly in terms of his art, however: he spent so much time writ-
ing letters, fundraising, and traveling to see potential group
members in 1873 that he produced only thirty pictures, com-
pared with sixty the year before. Monet was willing to make
serious personal sacrifices to realize his goals, even soliciting
money from people he hardly knew, although he told Pissarro
“it 1s very difficult to ask people about this who don’t know
you, especially those who are not sympathetic to the cause.””

His enthusiasm for the project was undoubtedly height-
ened when his friends came to Argenteuil and painted
alongside him. That was the raison d’étre of this new group:
working together to achieve larger purposes. On Sisley’s visit
in 1872, he and Monet both did paintings of the Boulevard
Héloise, the Grande Rue, the Petit Bras of the Seine, and the
Rue de la Chausseé. The Petit Bras proved to be one of
Monet’s favorite places; he depicted it nine times during
his first year in Argenteuil and nearly a dozen more there-
after (Renoir and Caillebotte also painted there on many
occasions). But Monet never returned to the other three sites,
nor did any of his other visitors.



Another attraction for all of the artists working in
Argenteuil was the boat basin of the Seine. Among the liveli-
est areas of town, it captured the attention of anyone who was
interested in the range of modern leisure activities the town
offered, as the impressionists were. Many paintings by Monet
and his friends are closely related by virtue of their focus
on this place. Because only a few can be accurately dated,
however, it is impossible to know whether certain canvases by
one artist were done at the same time as similar paintings by
another. Thus it is impossible to determine if they are the
product of a conscious decision to work together or if they
merely reflect the general appeal of the site.

Some paintings are undeniable pairs or pendants. In
addition to the four executed by Monet and Sisley in 1872,

there are at least five by Monet and Renoir: two from 1873;
three from 1874, including a regatta scene (cats. 30, 31) and Fig. 14. F. Rossa, cartoon of Sunday painters, Le Journal amusant
one of the most often reproduced and thus most celebrated of (4 September 1869)

all such pairs, Sailboats at Argenteuil (cats. 32, 33). The only
other paintings by Renoir that can be attributed to these two
campaigns in Argenteuil are portraits of Monet, Camille, and
Jean, which suggests that his working time in the town was
spent exclusively with his hosts. The notion of the communal
could not be more purely exemplified.

“ One portrait Renoir painted of Monet in 1873 was a sym-
pathetic evocation of their shared aesthetic (cat. 19). He shows
his friend as the emblematic impressionist, confident and
engaged, painting outdoors in front of his motif in accordance
with the long tradition of plein-air artists. So common was this
practice in the nineteenth century it was even caricatured by
a popular illustrator for a satirical Paris weekly (fig. 14). Of the
many images Renoir may have had in mind when he began
this picture, two provide salient contrasts. One was a slightly
earlier portrait he had done of Monet in a more contemplative

pose, reading a book and smoking his pipe (cat. 15). In many
ways these are pendants’ one depicting Monet as a thinker, Fig. 15. Henri Fantin-Latour, A Studio in the Batignolles, 1870,
the other as a doer; one as pyramidal, central, filling the scene; oil on canvas, Musée d'Orsay, Paris

and the other vertical, pushed to one side, made modest by his
surroundings. Renoir may also have been recalling a painting
for which he and Monet posed: Fantin-Latour’s monumental 1000 ‘
canvas A Studio in the Batignolles of 1870 (fig. 15). Renoir
stands in the middle looking down, his head surrounded by
the gold frame on the wall; Monet looks out from the right,
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squeezed in behind the aristocratic Bazille. Aside from
Manet, who is the focus of the group’s homage, the rest are
writers and critics, including Zola, who stands behind Renoir.
No one but Manet holds a brush or gives any indication of
being an artist; they are present to look, learn, and pay
court—as caricaturists took pains to point out when the pic-
ture was exhibited at the Salon of 1870 (fig. 16). In Moner wl :
Painting in His Argenteuil Garden (cat. 19) Renoir reverses Jj 2 —u » PR
almost everything. Monet stands outdoors instead of sitting in

a studio, Working alone instead of surrounded by a coterie of Fig. 16. Bertall (Charles Albert d’Arnoux), “Jesus Painting among

admirers, immersed in the contemporary world and his His Disciples,” or “The Divine School of Manet. A Religious Picture
painting instead of looking stiffly out at us. Most important, it by Fantin-Latour,” Le Journal amusant (21 May 1870), 4
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1s Monet rather than Manet who 1s being honored—a chang-
ing of the guard that Manet himself soon recognized.
In the summer of 1874, a month or two after the close of the

inaugural exhibition by the “Société anonyme,” Manet came to
Argenteuil to work for the first time. Perhaps he was inspired
by the exhibition. Perhaps he was impressed with the publicity
it received, most of which was positive, though there were some
bitter blasts from conservatives. Perhaps he also recognized
that canvases like his Salon submission of 1873, Le Bon Bock
(fig. 17), would no longer hold his position at the forefront of
the avant-garde. His remake of Frans Hals was impressive as
a bit of painting, but its ties to the past, in style as well as
subject, were obvious, and its color scheme was closely linked
to the limited palette of his seventeenth-century model.

As even the most conservative critics in 1874 recognized,
there was no denying the novelty of the impressionists’ style,
especially their color combinations and sense of light. Both
were daring and more intimately tied to nature than Manet’s
at that time. There was likewise no doubt about the power of
the artists’ convictions. Manet may also have been attracted to
the potential of their communal assault on the Salon system,
but he could not get over his distrust of their entrepreneurial
methods and continued to submit pictures only to the state-
sponsored exhibitions. Despite this disagreement, Manet
dropped his resistance to the group and ventured out of Paris
to join Monet at Argenteuil in July 1874.

Manet’s move was symbolic as well as practical: the older
artist coming to learn from his junior (by ninc years); the
quintessential Parisian bowing to the suburbs; the sophisticate
acquiescing to solecism. Monet did not reciprocate; he did not
take the train to Paris to work with Manet in the city, a fact
that underscores their reversed positions and the significance
of painting in Argenteuil. Although the town had been only
modestly represented in the first impressionist show (Monet
decided to exhibit a range of work, including more pastels
than paintings), Manet certainly knew that Argenteuil had
been critical to the realization of the group and the exhibition.
He was also aware that it had the ingredients for the making
of modern art. He had visited there on occasion, and he
owned Sisley’s Bridge at Argenteuil (cat. g) as well as one of
Monet’s first paintings of the town, a view of the highway
bridge, both of which he bought in 1872.

[t 1s impossible to know the precise order of the works
Manet began that summer in Argenteuil, but as Robert
Herbert has suggested, the three with simpler compositions,
palettes, and light effects probably came first. They include
The Seine at Argenteuil, Boating, and Sailboats at Argenteuil
(sce cats. 35, 40).” In the second group—Argenteui! and
Claude Monet in His Studio Boat (figs. 19, 20)—his palette
lightens, his sense of sunlight becomes more acute, and his
touch regains some of its virtuosity, as if he were now more
comfortable rendering the natural effects of the moment he
had chosen to paint. All of his canvases, except for a view of
Monet and his family in their backyard (see cat. 21) and
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Fig. 17. Edouard Manct, Le Bon Bock, 1873,
oil on canvas, Philadelphia Museum of Art,
Mr. and Mrs. Carroll S. Tyson Collection

Fig. 18. Edouard Manet, Le Gare Saint-Lazare, 1873,
oil on canvas, National Gallery of Art, Washington,
Gift of Horace Havemeyer in memory of his mother,
Louisine W. Havemeyer



Boating, with its indefinite setting, were done at various
points along the Petit Gennevilliers side of the Seine, looking
across the water to Argenteuil.

More than any of his contemporaries, Manet did not leave
his urban sensibilities behind in Paris when he boarded
the train to Argenteuil. Each painting he began there bears
the stamp of city living and the experience of the capital’s
grandes boulevards. In Boating, for example, the man and
woman seem completely indifferent to us and to each other,
although the skipper stares at us directly while furtively
touching his companion’s foot with his own. The boat is star-
tlingly close, like a vehicle rushing by on a Paris street, an
effect achieved by the radical cropping of the craft and the
flattened body of water in the background. It is apparent
from their stylish attire that these are not local residents of
Argenteuil but Parisians out for a fling in the country.

The same urban disjuncture informs Manet’s Seine at
Argenteuil (cat. 35), where we meet two smartly dressed
figures that seem out of place as they stand alone on the
deserted shore. With their backs to us, they appear to be
in their own worlds. They are not engaged in any mutual
activity; we cannot see if they are holding hands. As such, they
are the suburban equivalents to the two figures in Manet’s
Gare Saint-Lazare of the previous year (fig. 18). In that dis-
tinctly Parisian scene, the young woman looks up at us with
the blank stare of urban disinterest. The child is even more
aloof, turning her back on us to peer through the iron bars of
a fence, her body metaphorically surrounded by the steam
from the engines coming and going from one of the capi-
tal’s busiest railroad stations—the same one that served
Argenteuil. The Seine at Argenteuil has a more readable and
pastoral background, but this stretch of the river is occupied
only by unmanned boats with masts that suggest a more
casual, suburban echo of the bars of the Saint-Lazare fence.
Both paintings share a lurking emptiness, as if the alienation
that Paris instilled in its residents has seeped into each scene,
although one was far from the heart of the capital.

Manet complicates these effects even more in Argenteuil
(fig. 19), a picture he felt so strongly about that he selected
it to be his only submission to the Salon of 1875. His senti-
ments were entirely justified, as the painting was conceived
and executed with beguiling aplomb. Depicting two sporty
figures seated on a dock in front of the Argenteuil boat basin,
it contains an array of masterful ploys and enigmas. The
man and woman seem at ease. They are cousins of the couple
in Boating: ordinary and self-absorbed. Although she meets
our eye, he does not respond to our inquiring glance. Behind
them lie jostling boats whose masts and rigging add dramatic
tension to the composition. Stretching and compressing the
space, the nautical parts play games with the figures as well as
with the viewer.

The bowsprit of a black-hulled boat in the middle dis-
tance on the left, for example, appears to poke the woman
in the ear, while the man’s hat aligns with a sail on the right

Fig. 19. Edouard Manet, Argenteuil, 1874, oil on canvas,
Musée des Beaux-Arts, Tournai

that seems to extend to the far bank and end just where a
smokestack rises. The woman sits near a forceful mast on
the left whose halyards descend to her shoulder. A similar
cord cuts an opposing triangle on the right side that also points
to the man’s shoulder. In other cunning notes, the boats be-
hind the figures both have peachy beige parts but contrast-
ing hulls—one black, the other white—while the furled
sail behind the man is hiked up to reveal the boom. (A paint-
ing by Monet that includes the same boat [fig. 21] suggests
that the sail was simply left this way.) Manet makes sure that
the relationship between the figures remains ambiguous.
The man holds his companion’s parasol so that it ends
provocatively at her midriff, while she holds a bunch of
flowers in her lap. More curious, his right hand must be on
the very edge of the railing or under the woman’s posterior.
In either case, it is suggestive, as is the Freudian presence of
the mast on the left and the can-can performance of the sail
on the right.

Unlike the pairs of paintings that Monet and Renoir
produced in the same summer of 1874, Manet’s stubbornly
resistant picture resembles no canvas by any of his compa-
triots. Unlike Renoir and Sisley, Manet very rarely worked
shoulder to shoulder with fellow artists. Although he did
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portraits of artist friends and held forth in their café gather-
ings in the 1860s, he generally painted in the privacy of
his studio. But his pictures after 1874 were affected by
the impressionists’ novel strategies. They moved closer to the
communal than Manet had been wont to go, and they repre-
sented a distinct break from his previous work. In a dramatic
at least
in terms of plein-air painting, since that had not been a
consistent part of his oeuvre in the 1860s.

role reversal, Manet was in Argenteuil as a student

Manet basically admits this in two revealing images from
the summer of 1874, views of Claude Monet in his studio boat
(cat. 39 and fig. 20). These are the aquatic versions of Renoir’s
portrait of Monet painting in his garden (cat. 19), as they too
pay homage to the central artist of the moment. The finished
canvas shows Monet nattily dressed, feet up, working under
the handsome striped awning of his floating atelier, while
Camille sits inside the light-filled cabin like his muse, adding
intimacy to what would otherwise be a scene of insistent
anonymity. Pleasure boats move across the water or bob
at anchor, factory chimneys belch brown smoke, and light
flickers on the surface of the river, but nowhere are other
human beings to be seen. Isolated, though not completely
alone, Monet is the ultimate contemporary plein-air master,
right in the middle of a shifting world, confidently translating
his immediate sensations into the permanence of paint.

As Robert Herbert has noted, Manet shows Monet paint-
ing a canvas that actually exists. On his easel sits his Sailboats
on the Seine of 1874 (fig. 21), as is evident from the tree and the
triangle of land on the left and the agitated group of boats on
the right. Manet not only fully understood the practice of his
plein-air partner but took the concept of working side by side
to produce similar pictures one inventive step further. When
Monet’s riverscape is set alongside Manet’s portrait of his
friend, it 1s apparent that the two artists were painting the
same scene: the tree and orange-roofed houses on the left;
the black-hulled boat by the shore; the white one with the
furled sail to the right; the factories puffing smoke. The large
white sail that appears immediately to the left of center
in Monet’s composition peeks over the roof of the studio
boat in Manet’s view. These are therefore just like the pairs of
pictures Renoir and Sisley made with Monet. From the way
Manet has captured Monet’s position in the boat, we can see
that he, like his colleagues, was at his friend’s side, albeit from
a distance, probably from a nearby dock. But of course Monet,
dashing in his black tie and yellow pants, now occupies pride
of place; it is Manet the accomplished student who looks over
his teacher’s shoulder, as Monet and his friends had looked
over Manet’s shoulder in Fantin’s earlier portrait. Manet was
not known for his humility, which makes Claude Monet in His
Studio Boat an even more significant tribute to the younger
artist, the kind of endorsement Zola’s Lantier so desperately
sought. It also points out how the individual and the com-
munal could be compatible and how two paintings could be
the same and yet different.
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Fig. 20. Edouard Manet, Claude Monet in His Studio Boat, 1874,
oil on canvas, Neue Pinakothek, Munich

Fig. 21. Claude Monet, Sailboats on the Seine, Argenteuil,

1874, oil on canvas, Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco,
Gift of Bruno and Sadie Adriani



This notion is borne out by several other examples:
Sisley’s and Monet’s versions of the Boulevard Héloise
(cats. 4, 5), or Monet’s and Caillebotte’s renderings of the Petit
Bras (cats. 50, 51). The idea may be less obvious in other pairs,
but the more they are studied, the more their differences
equal or even outweigh their similarities. Renoir’s view of a
regatta shares the same vantage as Monet’s (cats. 30, 31) and
includes most of the same elements, but Monet’s touch is more
consistent, his sailboats more readable, and the whole more
thinly rendered. The two artists’ canvases of boaters at
Argenteuil (cats. 32, 33) differ in myriad details—sculls
appear in Monet’s but not in Renoir’s; Monet includes fewer
sailboats than does Renoir; the two figures in each are dis-
posed differently—to say nothing of the varied, feathery
touch that is unique to Renoir.™ For all their proximity and
shared concerns, none of these pictures looks exactly like
its mate, underscoring the critical role each painter and his
particular personality played in determining the final out-
come of his work.

Notably absent from these comparisons are Pissarro
and Cézanne, the two members of the group most likely
to have painted in Argenteuil, given their penchant for
landscape. Neither produced any work there, despite several
visits, apparently finding it incompatible with his interests.
Probably neither could bear the essentially bourgeois char-
acter of Argenteuil, with its pleasure boats and holiday
interlopers, its regattas and new houses for commuters.
Pissarro was more inclined to paint humble country folk and
rural sites that bore little evidence of the march of progress.
Cézanne was less interested than Pissarro in social issues but
shared his mentor’s love of “the magnificent richness...that
animates nature,” as Cézanne admitted to his son late in life.”
For the other impressionists, such sentiments smacked of
Barbizon-like romance and thus of the past. Advanced paint-
ing, to them, lay not in undisturbed nature or in the lovingly
tended cabbage patches of Pissarro’s backyard, but in the
stresses and strains of a world in flux. In due course they
would change their minds, but in the 1870s that was their
conviction. And few places seemed more kindred or chal-
lenging than Monet’s adopted home of Argenteuil.

Truth and Verisimilitude

In the summer of 1864 Monet informed Bazille that he was
convinced one could accomplish the seemingly impossible
task of translating onto canvas “what one sees and what one
understands...on the strength of observation and reflection.”*
Such assertions, revealing an equal measure of confidence and
naiveté, can be attributed in part to Monet’s youthful ambition
and inexperience: he was only twenty-three years old and had

not even submitted a painting to the Salon. Less than two

decades later, humbled by his struggles before nature, he
would dwell on the difficulties he encountered translating his
sensations into art. Richard Shiff has laid out the practical and
theoretical dimensions of this dialectic—between seeking
and finding, looking and knowing—in late nineteenth
century avant-garde painting and has illuminated many of
its problems.” As he points out, no artist, Monet included,
thought the program was simplistic or easily realized. “It is
indeed frightfully difficult to make a thing complete in all
aspects,” Monet conceded to Bazille in 1864. But he was sure
he was up to the task: “I have such a desire to do everything,
my head is bursting.”

He had lost none of his verve when he took up his palette
and brushes in Argenteuil, as his productivity alone attests.
Although he left no written statements about his agenda in
the 1870, it is clear from the staggering number of canvases he
completed during the decade and the range of subjects he
depicted that he believed he was successfully finding a way to
translate what he saw and understood into art and that
Argenteuil was playing an important role in the process.

These paintings are a personalized but comprehensive
record of Argenteuil’s offerings. Though diverse in style and
focus, they confirm Monet’s allegiance to the specifics of
the sites he selected to paint. He faithfully recorded their
physical characteristics in a manner that placed him squarely
in the long and distinguished line of view painters. His
impressionist visitors were similarly devoted to topographical
accuracy. Despite the exaggerated color they could all employ
or the breadth of their brush strokes, they, like Courbet, had
vowed to base their art on the factual and observable, the
physical and verifiable. This is what Zola had first found so
attractive about the group, and why Claude Lantier could
declare his belief in an art based on life with such fervor:
“Life! Life! Life! What it is to feel it and paint it as it really
is! To love it for its own sake; to see it as the only true, ever-
lasting, ever-changing beauty, and refuse to see how it might
be ‘improved’ by being emasculated.”**

Embedded in Lantier’s declaration is an essential infini-
tive: “to feel.” Feeling is different from seeing, which is
different from understanding, which is different from
the physical act of painting. Thus there is an inherent contra-
diction in Lantier’s avowal, as he is not just documenting
the world around him; he is espousing Zola’s fundamental
philosophy
through a temperament.” Monet at twenty-three had more or

namely, that “art is a corner of nature seen

less the same attitude, believing he could achieve his goals
through “observation and reflection,” through looking and
thinking, inquiry and analysis.

This means that neither the painter nor the author is
a neutral observer, that everything is mediated, whether con-
sciously or not. It is for this reason that Zola could assert
through Lantier with equal steadfastness: “What was Art,
after all, if not simply giving out what you have inside you?
Didn’tit all boil down to sticking a female in front of you and
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painting her as you feel she is? Wasn’t a bunch of carrots, yes,
a bunch of carrots, studied directly and painted simply, per-
sonally, as you see it yourself, as good as any of the
run-of-the-mill, made-to-measure Ecole des Beaux-Arts stuff,
painted with tobacco-juice? The day was not far oft when one
solitary carrot might be pregnant with revolution!”* Though
overstated for dramatic effect, this belief, shared by each of the
impressionists, allowed for and fundamentally nurtured the
individualism in their collective.

This conviction posed difficulties, however. How could
the impressionists paint pictures and declare them to be true
or accurate? What points of reference were they using—the
view painter’s unflinching fidelity to what lay before him, or
the modern painter’s interpretive license? If the former, the
painting ran the risk of becoming a mere document, compe-
tently done perhaps, but something other than “art.” If the
latter, it could easily compromise its relationship to the real
world and descend into personal romance or folly.

The impressionists who worked in Argenteuil resolved
this dilemma by allowing both approaches to coexist. As in
their commingling of differences and similarities and their
conjoining of the individual and the group, they opted not to
choose one over the other. They insisted that their images
maintain a verifiable relationship to the sites depicted, that
major elements not be moved, added, or altered, that anyone
looking at the paintings who might be familiar with the area
be able to determine where the artist had been standing.
As Argenteuil became better known in Paris, this strategy
had several advantages: it tied the impressionists’ works more
closely to the contemporary world and gave their motifs
a keen immediacys; it also increased the possibility that some-
one who knew and liked the place might purchase the
pictures. At the same time, the artists made sure that their
color choices, the amount of paint they used, the way they
applied their medium, and the vantage they assumed, all bore
the mark of their identity, as individuals and as a group.
Truth, therefore, was relative, as it often 1s, just as accuracy
could be broadly defined. Those who criticized the impres-
sionists for representing “purple trees and skies the color of
fresh butter” were missing the point. They were fixated
on reining in the power of painting and making the final
products conform to certain preconceived criteria. The
impressionists wanted to take their craft in the opposite
direction. As Armand Silvestre recognized, “The means by
which they seek their impressions will infinitely serve con-
temporary art, |because] it is the range of painting’s mecans
that they have restored.”*'

The impressionists’ fundamental faithfulness toward the
sights they depicted in Argenteuil is evident in comparing a
number of their paintings. While Manet’s Claude Monet in His
Studio Boat and Monet’s Sailboats on the Seine (figs. 20, 21)
both present the same boats, houses, and tree at the left and
the same factories in the background, Manet’s broader view
also includes a white house and trees at the right that appear
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in several other canvases: his own Argenteuil, Caillebotte’s
Richard Gallo and His Dog Dick, Monet’s Ball-Shaped Trees
and Studio Boat (fig. 19, cats. 36, 37, and 38). Caillebotte and
Monet both show a group of smaller trees giving way to two
taller trees that are planted close enough together that they
seem to be topped by a single lollipop crown of foliage. The
same pair of trees appears in Boudin’s view of the area from
the Argenteuil side of the river (cat. 1) and at the end of the
promenade in Monet’s many paintings of the site from
upriver (see cat. 8).

Further comparison of The Ball-Shaped Trees with
Richard Gallo reveals that Monet stood to the right of where
Caillebotte painted his picture. Because of the more acute
angle of Monet’s line of view, he situates the lollipop trees
between the two houses and includes more of the Champs de
Mars on the right. He also shows us the third chimney of
the house on the left and more of the building’s right
side, whereas from Caillebotte’s perspective the chimney is
obscured by the roof and the right side of the house is fore-
shortened. Neither Caillebotte nor Monet was exaggerating
the size of these structures; one still stands, and it 1s impres-
sive. The two houses make the point that each artist wished
to convey, which is that the place was not removed in time
and space. This is emphasized in Caillebotte’s scene, which
includes a host of smaller buildings on the left. Monet’s van-
tage caused most of that development to be hidden by the
large houses and the trees, which occurs more decidedly in
The Studio Boat (cat. 38), making the setting in this veritable
self-portrait appear far more rural than it was.

Monet and Caillebotte were just as meticulous in render-
ing the highway bridge that crossed the Seine into Argenteuil
from Petit Gennevilliers (cat. 29 and fig. 22). Caillebotte pulls
the bridge closer to the foreground, eliminating the pleasure
craft that Monet includes. But both pay close attention to
structural details of the bridge: each span having two diagonal
braces above the perforated outside arch, ten vertical bands
linking that arch to the lower support for the roadbed, twenty
beams beneath the roadbed that rest on five iron arches, all
springing from stone piers that in Monet’s picture are topped
with projecting stone capitals. Both artists show the arches
lined up with the Orgemont hill in the distance, whose
rounded shape imitates that of the bridge’s span. Beyond
forging this obvious tie between the landscape and the bridge,
both depict a horizontal stretch of land at the left, punctuated
by a large building—fully visible in Caillebotte’s painting, but
just peeking out from behind a pier in Monet’s—before the
hill rises on a steep incline, then dips, levels out, and drops
sharply to end just above the railroad bridge, which shoots
across the background of both views. In addition to recording
the unusual contour of the hill, both scenes include the
Moulin d’Orgemont at the summit. It is farther to the right in
Monet’s composition, but it is in the same position relative to
the size and orientation of the hill. Both artists also portray
the same factory chimney just below the old mill.
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Fig. 22. Claude Monet, The Highway Bridge at Argenteuil, 1874, oil on canvas, Neue Pinakothck, Munich

When Monet steps back, as in Bridge at Argenteuil on a
Gray Day (fig. 23), he retains a surprising amount of informa-
tion about the bridge: the diagonal supports, the vertical
bands, the posts of the railing. He again shows the railroad
bridge in the background. Huddled around an ocher-colored
boathouse are a steamboat (to the left of the boathouse) and
an assortment of rowboats and sailboats. Monet’s own studio
boat 1s tucked in at the right side of the scene close to the
shore. This is his domain, individualized but orderly, unas-
suming but carefully constructed. Note the way he plays the
verticals of the masts off against the horizontals of the bridges
and docks and how the divisions of the canvas create such
clear and harmonious geometries. Other views of the site
(see figs. 24, 25) attest to his faithfulness in the details: for
example, the color of the boathouse (including its contrasting
green shutters), the different number of windows on each
side, the docks that stretch from the Petit Gennevilliers shore
into the boat rental area (it was probably from the second
dock that Monet and Renoir painted their classic pair of
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Fig. 23. Claude Monet, Bridge at Argenteuil on a Gray Day,
1874, oil on canvas, National Gallery of Art, Washington,
Ailsa Mellon Bruce Collection
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pictures [cats. 32, 33]). Monet includes his floating studio here
as well. The orange-roofed houses and the large tree at the
end of the Petit Gennevilliers bank on the left also appear, as
mentioned above, in Manet’s portrait of Monet working in his
studio boat and Monet’s landscape painted from the craft
(figs. 20, 21) and in a number of other pictures, each time from
a different angle, each time in the same relative position.

Props are equally reliable. The blue-and-white pots that
Monet purchased in Holland appear frequently, first in
The Garden (cat. 17), then in three paintings from the follow-
ing year, including The Artist’s House at Argenteuil (cat. 18).
The woman in Manet’s Boating wears the same hat as the
woman in his Sezne at Argenteuil (cats. 40, 41). Monet himself
appears in the same felt-trimmed jacket in two portraits by
Renoir (cats. 15, 19). Despite variations between Monet’s and
Renoir’s versions of Sailboats ar Argenteuil (cats. 32, 33), both
artists record the rigging of the central sailboat with the
precision of experienced yachtsmen, down to the eight dark
rings on the mast between the boom and the gaff. They were
clearly making art from life and saw little need to deviate
from their model.

To be sure, there are isolated incidents in which the
impressionists allowed this fidelity to lapse. In rendering the
Boulevard Héloise (cats. 4, 5), Sisley omitted the gaslights that
had recently been installed along the left side of the street,
whereas Monet featured them prominently. Sisley avoided
the first one by moving farther down the street and beginning
his view just after this modern intrusion; but he simply
deleted the second one. Monet seems to have exercised simi-
lar license when representing the rue de la Chaussée with
Sisley during the same first year in Argenteuil, completely
eliminating the steeple of the town church that rises high
above the houses in Sisley’s version, as it did in reality.”” Why
Monet dropped it is unknown.

Of the many canvases completed in Argenteuil, however,
only a few contain such radical omissions or alterations.
Minor variations do occur. The steeple of the church is occa-
sionally elongated; the trestle walls of the railroad bridge
appear solid instead of perforated; the tops of the trees along
the promenade follow dissimilar outlines in several depic-
tions. But these differences are insignificant considering the
exceptional degree to which the paintings are consistent in
their details, large and small.

Monet, Caillebotte, and Manet certainly felt no need to
edit out Argenteuil’s industries. Factory buildings cluster at
the end of the promenade and chimneys break the horizon in
many pictures of that area by all three artists (cats. 8, 29, 34).
Substantial industrial compounds near the railroad station are
highlighted in Caillebotte’s characteristically forthright image
of a distillery (cat. 25). Chimneys belch smoke, particularly
in Monet’s works of this period, just as trains and steamboats
unabashedly spew their dark exhaust across the skies as
evidence of their power.
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Fig. 24. Claude Monet, The Boat Basin at Argenteuil, 1874,
oil on canvas, Indiana University Art Museum

Gennevilliers, 1874, oil on canvas, Private Collection, New York



The railroad was the primary symbol of technological
progress in the nineteenth century, and Monet was the only
artist in the 1870s to create such dramatic renderings as his two
scenes of the railroad bridge at Argenteuil (cats. 26, 27). When
Pissarro painted the railroad bridge at Pontoise (fig. 26), he
nestled the structure in the middle distance and merged it
with its surroundings to camouflage its modernity. Monet’s
panoramic view elevates the bridge high above the water as if
it were an ancient Roman aqueduct. Glistening in the sun,
harmoniously setting off the sailboats beneath and the sky
above, the bridge and its steaming trains are a triumph of the
new, an ode to human ingenuity, daring, and design.

It was not always so. In 1871 sections of the bridge lay
in the water or on the ground, its trestle a twisted heap of
iron, its piles crudely amputated or standing forlornly by
the shore (fig. 277). The bridge had been blown up by French
troops as they retreated to the capital in the face of advancing
Prussian soldiers, the lifeline of the town literally ripped from
its place in hopes of deterring the enemy. When Monet
arrived in Argenteuil in late 1871, the bridge would have been
a painful symbol of France’s loss in the war. He would have
seen it girded in scaffolding (fig. 28) and meticulously rebuilt.
Although he could have depicted the bridge at any point in
its reconstruction, he chose to wait until every brace came
down and it stood restored to its former grandeur. Only then
could it resume its role as the primary connection to the town
and reaffirm France’s resilience and continued faith in
progress. Monet enhances its aura of importance by having
the sunlight bleach its piles so that they look like monolithic
forms and by glossing over the crisscross iron bands of
the trestle, evident from photographs, so that the bridge
seems weightier and more forceful. (Renoir and Caillebotte
showed it this way as well, suggesting that it gave that illu-
sion.**) The different treatments of the bridge in these two
iconic works by Monet are a tribute to his inventiveness.
His changes in vantage point dictated the distinctive frame-
work for each composition.

Similarly, Renoir’s Monet Painting in His Backyard
at Argenteuil and Monet’s Corner of the Garden with Dahlias
(cats. 19, 20) depict the same site but from different positions.
The large blue-shuttered house appears in each, together with
the tall tree to its right and the rickety wooden fence. But in
Monet’s image the house is farther away, which allows the
foliage on the right to assume a larger role—so large that it
conceals the group of houses that is conspicuously included in
Renoir’s version. Monet’s tactics make the garden seem more
secluded and idyllic than it does in Renoir’s hands; he shows
a place where flowers and fauna abound and where modern-
ized figures out of Watteau can wander through a lush bower.
Monet’s pastoral landscape is overlooked by only one neigh-
boring structure, not a whole section of town. The point here
is simple—both views may be verifiable, but the truths they
tell are not the same.
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Fig. 26. Camille Pissarro, Railroad Bridge at Pontoise, c. 1873,
oil on canvas, Private Collection, U.S.

Fig. 27. Photograph of the railroad bridge at Argenteuil, damaged
during the Franco-Prussian War, c. 1871

Fig. 28. Photograph of the railroad bridge at Argenteuil wrapped
in scaffolding, c. 1871. Musée du Vieil Argenteuil
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Working within a limited area for an extended period
of time, the impressionists in Argenteuil had to be able to
reinvent their subjects to avoid repetition. This would have
been a particular challenge in winter for someone like Monet,
who was devoted to painting outdoors. But he remained com-
mitted to depicting each scene faithfully in all its detail. Two
renderings of his neighborhood underscore this resolution.
In one he looks down a path toward the Boulevard Saint-
Denis, which cuts through the space on a diagonal (cat. 44).
He stands directly on the route to the railroad station—the
destination, presumably, for at least the three closest pedestri-
ans. If he walked down the path past these wind-battered
figures onto the boulevard, proceeded about fifty paces to the

right, then turned around, he would arrive at the vantage
point he assumed for another painting of the Boulevard
Saint-Denis (fig. 29). The bushes on the left are part of the
undergrowth in the right foreground of the former picture,
which also shows the high-pitched roofs of the houses on the
right more fully; the house with the large chimney is in the
center of both compositions.

Not surprisingly, most of Monet’s winter scenes—nearly
two dozen from his years in Argenteuil—were painted close
to home so that he did not have to walk far. These two views
of the Boulevard Saint-Denis include his house, with its pink
exterior and green shutters. The turreted one next door, like
Monet’s, was brand new. Both were built on speculation in

Fig. 29. Claude Monet, The Boulevard Saint-Denis, Argenteuil, 1875, oil on canvas, Private Collection, England
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1873-1874 on land owned by the woman who had rented
Monet his first house in Argenteuil. He must have seen these
homes erected and must have inquired about them, for he
was the first tenant in the pink house, moving in on 1 October
1874. It was more expensive than his earlier residence—1,400
francs a year as opposed to 1,000—but he was doing well, and
the additional rent was not unreasonable. The property
seemed to suit him; he painted its backyard some fifteen times
in the summers of 1875 and 1876; only Caillebotte painted his
own garden more often—nearly twenty times—but that was
over a period of twelve years.

Within the considerably more limited space of his back-
yard, Monet had to be especially inventive to meet his
customary level of novelty. But by moving around the garden
or turning in one direction or another, he could change the
entire prospect. Two works executed in the same summer on
the same property, for instance, initially seem worlds apart.
In The Gladioli (cat. 47) a path curves around a shimmering
array of flowers to a place where Camille stands under her
green silk-lined parasol in front of a second bed of flowers
and a large trellis. Everything is strongly geometric; every-
thing but the upper right quadrant is brilliantly illuminated.
In Undergrowth at Argenteuil (fig. 30) the view is consumed by
the glade of trees that created the shaded quadrant in The
Gladioli. With the rear facade of the house in the background
(it had been out of sight behind Monet in The Gladioli), the
artist looks through a shower of sunlight that recalls visions of
Zeus’ descent to Danaé in a cascade of golden coins. Nothing
is sharply delineated; even the shape of the house has been
softened by the display of natural splendor.

Monet’s fascination with the garden, nurtured by this
first immersion in its potential, would lead him to create a
horticultural paradise in Giverny. There, over the last twenty-
six years of his life, he would pursue what he began in this
rented backyard, maintaining a similar allegiance to the
forms in front of him. Yet no matter how compelling his later
garden paintings would be—and they are extraordinarily
so—the truths they suggest are different: namely, that the
world is more profound and complex, more beautiful and
elusive, than one can imagine; that art is never based solely on
what one sees; and that realizing the desired combination of
observation and reflection can be—indeed perhaps must
be—an impossibility.

One might suppose that it would have taken years of
struggle and deep consideration of the consequences of look-
ing and painting, feeling and acting, to come to these
understandings. Like all of the impressionists, however,
Monet was a fast learner, in part because he was a lifelong
student, in part because his art was one of ongoing process.
Only five years separated Monet’s move from the unruly
suburb of Argenteuil, which he left in January 1878, to the
true countryside of Giverny, where he settled in April 1883.
That ten of Monet’s last fifteen Argenteuil garden views were
painted in 1876, to the exclusion of all other pictures of the

town, is significant. It suggests that amid their dazzling light
effects and verisimilitude lay other truths that led to the end
of an era in Argenteuil and to the formulation of another
ideal farther from Paris.

Time and Change

One of the central concerns of the impressionists, which they
refined in the 1870s at Argenteuil, involved the idea of
“instantaneity.” Unlike their conservative, academic counter-
parts, Monet and his friends believed they could capture a
moment in time—passionately, and presumably on the spot.
They were intent on making this a pillar of their movement
for many reasons, chief among them being their desire to
challenge the academy’s demand for timelessness in art, with
its implications of discipline, order, and eternity. Loyal to the
realities of nature, the impressionists insisted on painting the
fleeting and spontaneous, because they believed such effects
were more truthful to the ephemeral world around them.

Fig. 30. Claude Monet, Undergrowth in Argenteuil, 1876,
oil on canvas, Private Collection
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Interest in the instantaneous long predated the impres-
sionists, as artists had always wanted to set down their ideas
quickly before the specifics slipped away on the wings of fleet-
ing inspiration. Most believed that these rapidly noted images
needed to be refined, to be shaped by the mind, given greater
clarity, put to the test of hard-earned techniques: drawing,
modeling, composition. Sketches on their own were interest-
ing for their insights but were not deemed worthy of
assuming the higher ranks of art. The French Academy
nonetheless encouraged sketching, as it developed an artist’s
eye and hand, forced him to think and act quickly, and
revealed the depths of his creative potential. It was on the
basis of sketches that candidates for serious prizes were
judged and great works of art were constructed. Thus the
impressionists—by elevating what most of their contempo-
raries would have seen as a sketch to the level of a finished
picture, and by putting special emphasis on the instantaneous
in all its unrefined frankness—were undermining the very
foundations of French art. Little wonder they provoked such
strong negative reactions. They were held guilty of stopping
the process of art making at its nascent stage, of being com-
mitted only to observation without reflection, acting without
thinking, painting without understanding.

This was not the case of course. The impressionists were
exceedingly self-conscious. Willing to embrace the accidental
or the unexpected, they approached their work with rigorous
intelligence and highly developed skills. They differentiated
between finished pictures and what they themselves consid-
ered sketches, and they were scrupulous about labeling the
latter as such when they exhibited them. They also sold
sketches for less than finished paintings.

Yet the idea that they could capture an instant in time was
riddled with complications. The impressionists knew that no
one moment was exactly the same as the next, that everything
was in a constant state of flux. Light varied from second to
second; clouds were never stable; water was forever moving.
How could they lock a single moment into paint that would
be meteorologically convincing, particularly when working
outdoors with its attendant distractions? Simply the time it
took to rough in a composition would compromise their
faithfulness to the moment that had inspired it.

[t is therefore not surprising that the notion of time, like
that of truth, was somewhat elastic. Monet or Renoir might
start out rendering a specific site at a specific time—they
might return to the same place at the same time over the
course of many days—but by necessity they would have to
invent or recreate certain natural phenomena in the process
of completing the picture. It was the impression of instanta-
neity that was most important, the appearance of spontaneity,
not actually capturing the moment in a flash. That was
clearly impossible.

This realization led all of the impressionists to complete
their “finished” canvases in the quiet of their studios, not
en plein air. They needed to add harmonizing brushwork
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or passages of color and light to make the painting whole.
For decades Monet asserted that nature was his only work-
place, but in fact he maintained a studio in Paris during most
of his years at Argenteuil. Renoir rented a studio near his
Montmartre apartment beginning in 1876. Pissarro devoted
a room in his house in Pontoise to completing and storing
pictures, as did Sisley in his house in Marly.

Caillebotte was the most wedded to applying traditional
studio practices. He usually began not with painted sketches
but with drawings, or sometimes photographs of the subject
from which he would then make drawings. When he arrived
at the disposition of the forms he desired, he squared the
drawing and transferred the image to canvas, which itself
was often already divided according to strict geometrical
proportions: halves, quarters, golden sections, rabatments, and
so on. It 1s largely for this reason that many of his paintings
look so different from those of his fellow impressionists.

Manet was not as compulsive as Caillebotte, as he gener-
ally worked alla prima, without any preliminary drawings or
sketches. But he completed his major Argenteuil paintings in
the studio, not on the banks of the Seine. The size of his
Argenteuil canvas (fig. 19) alone would have dictated this
choice; measuring nearly 152 by 122 centimeters, it would
have been impractical to lug to the site every day. Manet even
had friends and relatives pose for the figures in this work and
in Boating: his brother-in-law Rudolphe Leenhoff sat for the
males in both, while a nameless but apparently well-known
model posed for the woman in Argenteuil >

Many of these impressionist paintings of Argenteuil thus
project a quality that is at odds with how they came into
being. This is not to say that some were not painted on the
spot in one session. Manet’s sketches for The Seine at
Argenteuil and Claude Monet in His Studio Boat (cats. 34, 39)
were most likely produced that way, given their rapidly
brushed surfaces and reduced palettes. The same is true of a
handful of landscapes by Monet (see cats. 14, 41, and fig. 21).
Large sections of Woman with a Parasol (cat. 46)—the sky in
particular—seem to have been set down in a single sitting.
But most of Monet’s pictures from Argenteuil were built up
over the course of several working sessions. This is also true
of scenes by Renoir, Sisley, and Caillebotte.

Ironically, these seemingly spontaneous paintings that
were realized in days or weeks thus possess two contradictory
temporal constructs, one momentary, the other extended.
Both are embedded in the surfaces of the canvases. The first
is apparent in the deceiving quickness of the artist’s touch and
in what seems to be the direct transposition of paint from
palette to picture. The second is sensed in the complicated
patterns those marks create and the many ways in which
the medium is bent to the artist’s whim and concern. These
opposing constructs and our experiences of looking at them
parallel the way we experience time itself—the instant
appearing with all of its immediacy, then suddenly passing
to become a memory that can be prolonged indefinitely, either



in isolation or more often in conjunction with those moments
that came before and after.

The impressionists devised their new picture-making
strategies in part because they did not want to imitate their
seventeenth-century Dutch forebears or the recent Barbizon
painters (although most had done just that early in their
careers). More important, they wanted their art to be conso-
nant with their times. Millet and Corot were still alive when
Monet moved to Argenteuil—both died in 1875, Diaz passed
away the next year, and Daubigny two years later. But the
Barbizon artists were of a generation that had very different
values, experiences, and expectations. The impressionists
were raised at a time of tumultuous change, when nothing
seemed sacred, secure, or systematic, except change itself.
Argenteuil had been a microcosm of that upheaval, which
had been part of its initial appeal.

How reassuring the town must have been to somcone
like Monet, who had left France during one of its darkest
moments. Returning in the fall of 1871, he found his beloved
Paris ravaged. The Tuileries Palace lay in ruins as did the
Hotel de Ville, the Cour des Comptes, the Légion d’Honneur,
the Palais de Justice, the east end of the rue de Rivoli (fig. 31).
Stories of starvation, confusion, and killings abounded: more
than 160,000 French and German soldiers had died during
the war and the siege of Paris; 20,000 residents of the French
capital died during one bloody weck in May 1871 when the
French army swept into Paris with the blessings of the
Prussians to suppress the Commune. The facts were brought
home to Monet with jarring reality, as one of his best friends,
Frédéric Bazille, had been killed in the battle of Beaune-la-
Roland; and one of his mentors, Gustave Courbet, had been
arrested and condemned to six months in prison.”” Like
almost every other suburb of Paris, Argenteuil had not
escaped unscathed. Its railroad bridge and train station had
been destroyed along with scctions of its highway bridge; its
houses had been occupied by the Prussians, its residents
forced to pay 15,000 francs indemnity, its hills transformed
into batteries for enemy cannons (fig. 32).*° But Argenteuil,
like the rest of France, had set its sights on a brave new future
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Fig. 31. Photograph showing the destruction of the
Hotel de Ville in Paris, c. 1871

as it tried to put the frightening twelve months behind it.
As Zola exclaimed to Cézanne in the summer of 1871, “Never
have I had more hope or a greater desire to work...for Paris is
born again.”¥’

When Monet moved to Argenteuil in December 1871,
its bridges were being rebuilt, its factories were running
again, its stretch of the Seine was being restored to its prewar
splendor. Just after he arrived, he depicted the highway
bridge under construction, and a year later, the railroad
bridge gleaming in the afternoon sun (cats. 2, 27). In both he
was rendering tangible proof of France’s vigor and dedication
as much as he was attempting to capture a moment of diurnal
time. The paintings resonate with heartfelt nationalism
because of the larger era in which they were realized, one
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Fig. 32. Engraving of Argenteuil during the Franco-Prussian War, November 1870
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beyond the confines of clocks and hours. Like so many of his
canvases from these first years in Argenteuil, they are infused
with the widely shared faith that everything was possible and
that, like the phoenix, France would rise from the ashes of its
defeat. To Monet and his impressionist colleagues working
at this time of inspiring vitality, the world—with all of its
contradictions—was indeed worth immortalizing in boldly
applied paint.

Monet’s own life at the time paralleled these develop-
ments, contributing to the sentiments his paintings convey.
He had rented a substantial new house with a beautiful
garden, which he shared with his new wife (he and Camille
had married in 1870) and young son. He was making more
money and producing more pictures than he probably ever
expected. It could hardly get better. His paintings of
Argenteuil are thus a portrait of his life as much as of the
town or specific times of day: Camille and Jean appear in
more than forty of these works, his studio boat in eight others.

Life was not perfect in his new suburban home, however.
Monet regularly spent more money than he made, despite
earning what were fabulous sums for the time—between
9,000 and 24,000 francs a year (the average laborer in the town
earned a mere 2,500). Confrontations with creditors were
resolved mostly by borrowing money from friends or selling
paintings at discounted rates. (He kept a strict accounting of
his debts and paid his friends back promptly, although some
merchants were treated differently.) Monet rarely paints
Camille as the object of affection. Instead, she assumes the
role of the disengaged Parisian or the stranger whom one
encounters unexpectedly and awkwardly. Or she is the pre-
cious flower in the garden, tantalizing but untouchable.
Jean occupies the same nebulous realm; sometimes he is
quizzical, more often aloof. It is hard to know whether
Monet was simply posing his wife and son in evocative posi-
tions and endowing them with such attitudes in order to
make modern pictures, or whether he was revealing his
family dynamics. Given the consistency of the images and
his overwhelming allegiance to other subjects that he ren-
dered in Argenteuil, it is more than likely that these works
contain a measure of truth.

Argenteuil itself also became more problematic for Monet.
Its rich array of offerings, which had been so attractive to him
in the beginning, grew less and less appealing as the years
elapsed. The number of paintings in which he depicted the
town is suggestive: in his first year there Monet featured it
thirty-five times; by 1876 only seven; and in 1877 the number
had fallen to four. Something seems to have gone awry.®
It was not that Monet had exhausted his options; he could
have continued to find new motifs. Nor had he become bored
with the place. In a letter to Georges de Bellio in July 1876 he
expressed his hope of staying in his house “where he had
worked so well.”* But a year later that was no longer the case.
In October 1877 he invited another collector, Victor Chocquet,
to come to his studio in Paris, informing him that “starting
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tomorrow, I will always be [there] from one o’clock to four.”*
Two and a half months later he left Argenteuil for good.

The problem had become Argenteuil. During the time
Monet lived there, it changed dramatically. Between the
census of 1870 and the end of the decade its population rose
from 7,148 to 9,752, or more than thirty-six percent.’ This
was a formidable leap. While many Paris commuters had
moved 1n, most of the population increase was due to the
broadening economic base that the town’s industrial expan-
sion had created. Its industries had grown exponentially.
In addition to the Joly iron works, there were two distlleries,
two chemical plants, two crystal factories, a tannery, a saw
mill, a gas works, factories that made cartons, dye, starch,
machine-made lace, and embroidery, as well as a new iron
plant. This ultimately meant the town was becoming more
working class. It also meant that more open land was being
converted to commerce and housing, which in turn meant
the loss of agrarian traditions and any romantic relationship
with the past.

Critics in 1877 recognized that the impressionists had
generally not indulged in the nostalgia-evoking strategies of
their Barbizon predecessors. Charles Bigot noted that “it is
not true nature that they have looked at and have tried to
render, but rather the nature that one encounters on outings
in the great city or its surroundings, where the harsh notes of
the houses, with their white, red, or yellow walls, and their
green shutters, clash with the vegetation of the trees and form
violent contrasts with it.”** One need only recall Monet’s
Houses at the Edge of the Field (cat. 24) to see what he meant.
Bigot’s preference lay elsewhere, which he was happy to
admit: “How much better have...our modern landscapists,
the Rousseaus, the Corots, and the Daubignys, understood
how to express not only the poetry but also the truth of
nature! How much better have they represented the country-
side, with its waters, its woods, its fields, and its meadows,
with its distant and calm horizon!”*#

Argenteuil was becoming ever more distinct from “the
countryside.” Initially, Monet had found that exciting. It was
confirmation of the nation’s claims to greatness after the war
and the Commune. It demonstrated with aggressive clarity
the ways in which contemporaneity was reshaping the world;
and it relied on the same brazen abandon that the impres-
sionists were using to rewrite the rules of art. But by 1876 the
transformation of the town had lost its frisson for Monet; he
spent most of his time painting inside the walls of his garden,
as did Zola’s Lantier during his retreat to the country, lacking
the desire if not the will to deal with the complex problems of
the larger world. In 1877 Monet tried to reinvent himself,
returning first to Paris to paint twelve views of the Gare
Saint-Lazare and then that summer to the promenade along
the Seine, one of his favorite sites. But in what must have been
his final depiction of the town, Argenteuil, the Bank in Flower
(cat. 52), he displayed in no uncertain terms the unsettling
facts of his adopted town. The work is divided into two parts,



the lower half dark and mysterious, the upper half filled with
a golden glow. While the foreground flowers seem twisted
and ominous, the background appears to hold promise. In
contrast to the many light-filled views of the promenade that
Monet produced in 1872 (see cat. 8), this picture evokes alien-
ation and disharmony. Although people have still come to
boat on the river or sit on the banks, the earlier charm of place
has faded for Monet.

Argenteuil’s town fathers were of a different ilk. They
were convinced that more factories meant more jobs, which
meant more progress, which meant more advantages. It was
a well-intentioned policy. It was just antithetical at some point
to those like Monet who wanted to maintain a meaningful
relationship to nature and strike a balance between the
bounty of change and the beauties of the environment.
Argenteuil had tupped the scales in one direction. It was
not just a question of the town’s myopic focus, however.
Other forces were at work as well, mostly emanating from the
capital. In 1869 Paris officials had begun siphoning off more
than a million gallons of city sewer water and pumping it into
an irrigation system that fertilized some ninety acres of the

plains of Gennevilliers (fig. 33). A novel idea, it had an imme-
diate impact. Vegetable crops grew extremely well, and land
rentals rose five hundred percent in a year.* But the operation
essentially portended the conversion of the seemingly idyllic
fields in the backgrounds of paintings by Monet and
Caillebotte into municipally controlled cesspools.”

The pollution of the river was worse. When Baron
Haussmann laid fifty-seven miles of new streets through Paris,
opening the overgrown medieval city to light and air in the
1850s and 1860s, he laced the capital with sewer pipes that could
begin to relieve its mounting waste and unbearable stench.®
Ingenious but primitive, this vast system of pipes collected
fetid material and carried it to two locations north of the city,
one in Asnieres, the other in Saint-Denis."” The two were just
upriver from Argenteuil. Together they handled “154,000 tons
of solids and 77,000 tons of dissolved matter” a year, which
meant they simply pumped them into the river. During the
first years of its operation, the system seemed commodious, but
by the 1870s material had settled on the bottom of the river
and had begun to infect the water. The mayor of Argenteuil
registered a formal complaint in 1872: “Between the highway
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PLAINE DE GENNEVILLIERS. — DBASSINS DANS LESQUELs EST OPEREE L'EPURATION CHIMIQUE DES EAUX D'EGOUTS DE PARIS.

Fig. 33. Engraving by V. Rose showing the irrigation of the plains of Gennevilliers, from Assainissement de la Seine, ed. Gauthier-Villars (c. 1875)
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bridge and the floating laundry houses that are along the
promenade, sludge has built up all along the banks....The
water for a rather long distance no longer moves...[and]
traffic on the promenade becomes unpleasant.” In 1874 the
mayor wrote again: “Before long, maybe in several days with
the heat, the water level is going to drop again and expose a
considerable area of choking, smelly slime.” By 1878 the
mayor wrote directly to a government lawyer: “The
pollution of the river is complete....If the complaints are less
lively and less frequent, it is because people are tired of com-
plaining uselessly.... The left half of the river [opposite
Argenteuil|, which seven or eight years ago was a little
cleaner than the right, has become just as thick with material
of all kinds.”**

In the 1860s Zola claimed that Monet loved “with a
particular affection nature that man makes modern.” Monet
had demonstrated the truth of that assertion during his years
at Argenteuil. But by 1877 he had had enough. The changes
in the town over time were incompatible with his aims as a
landscape artist. After several months in Paris he resettled in
Vétheuil, to the north of Argenteuil, some sixty kilometers
from the capital. Three years later he moved to Poissy, which
he abhorred. Then in 1883, desperate to find a more sympa-
thetic locale, he discovered Giverny. It had no industries,
pleasure seekers, housing developments, or pollutants. Its 279
residents were primarily farmers, their houses and barns
quaintly nestled against a hill that afforded beautiful views
of the upper Seine valley. No Paris skyline loomed on the
horizon; no factory chimneys broke the harmonious rhythms
of the earth. For the next forty-three years, from April 1883
until Monet’s death in November 1926, Giverny was home.
There, among the spectacular water and flower gardens he
constructed, he could still be engaged with time and change,
but the terms were dictated by nature, not by the progressive-
minded powers of modernity.

Meanwhile, Caillebotte and his brother built two houses
on the banks of the Seine near Petit Gennevilliers, directly
across from Argenteuil, just a year before Monet settled in
Giverny. The region had clearly not lost all of its allure. Six
years later Caillebotte declared Petit Gennevilliers to be his
primary residence. With his resources, he could have lived
anywhere. That he chose this humble community attests to
his lack of pretension.” It also says something about the way
a place could appeal to various people at different times.
Unlike Monet, Caillebotte was a passionate yachtsman.
Beginning in 1880, he was one of two vice presidents of the
Cercle de la Voile de Paris, which had its headquarters in
Argenteuil. Living a stone’s throw from his boat and a short
walk to one of the best boat makers in the region was attrac-
tive to Caillebotte, whereas it had little relevance to Monet.
Caillebotte could participate in regattas every weekend
merely by walking out his door. Moreover, being a true
Parisian, he liked those areas that “man makes modern” and
would have felt out of his element in Giverny.
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Fig. 34. Auguste Renoir, The Petit Bras of the Seine, 1888,
oil on canvas, Private Collection, New York

This is not to say that Caillebotte disdained unadorned
nature. After views of boats on the Seine, the subject he
painted most often was the Petit Bras (cat. 51), a site that
remained secluded, beguiling, and undeveloped. Renoir came
to visit Caillebotte often and emerged with canvases that
attest to the lasting charm of the spot (see cat. 49 and fig. 34).
Neither of these two artists was as inclined as Monet was
toward pure landscape; both preferred the figure, which
enabled them to tolerate changes in the area more readily
than their friend did. Who but Caillebotte could have painted
laundry fluttering in the breeze or one of the biggest factories
in Argenteuil billowing smoke (cats. 10, 25)? Even rendering
the fields of Gennevilliers (cat. 23), he focused on cultivated
land, as if to reveal the hand of human beings more than the
vagaries of nature, something one senses in the artist’s own
tight brushwork and his meticulous application of paint.

When Caillebotte died in February 1894, his funeral was
held in Paris, not in Petit Gennevilliers. He was a man of the
city. He was laid to rest in Pére Lachaise, the ultimate city
cemetery. All the impressionists attended the funeral; he had
supported them continuously over the years, forming an
extraordinary collection of their work that he willed to the
nation. Hundreds of others came to pay their respects, among
them his neighbors in Petit Gennevilliers. His love for the
suburb and all that it offered had been amply communicated
to them at the same time it had been immortalized in paint.
Appropriately, it was four sailors from Argenteuil’s sister
town who carried Caillebotte’s casket. It was the final alliance
of a remarkable place with an unparalleled group of painters.
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Eugene Boudin

The Seine at Argenteuil

c. 1866

oil on canvas

29.9 X 47 (11% x 18%4)

Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon, Upperville, Virginia

Late in his life, when he was established, wealthy, and grateful—
a rare combination for an avant-garde artist— Claude Monet
paid the ultimate compliment to the far less successful Eugene
Boudin, his teacher in the 1850s. In an interview that he gave
to Boudin’s biographer, Georges Jean-Aubry sometime in the
early 1920s, the arch-impressionist declared his debt to the
older painter in a way that he had been hesitant to do before,
unabashedly admitting, “If I have become a painter, | owe it
all to Boudin.” Why Monet was so forthcoming at this point—
he was in his eighties—remains unclear. What is undeniable,
however, is the impact that Boudin had on the aspiring artist
at the outset of his career.

Boudin had distinguished himself by becoming the first
landscape painter in France to focus attention on contemporary
life in Normandy, specifically on the invasion by the urban
bourgeoisie of the coastal towns of Deauville, Trouville, and
Le Havre, where he was born. Boudin developed this interest
in the 1850s, perhaps under the influence of popular illustrators
who were beginning to document sites along the coast of the
English Channel that were being transformed from maritime
ports to places for leisure activity. With a bias toward change
and an openness to novelty that were essential to the develop-
ment of a modernist sensibility, Boudin proclaimed his seminal
aesthetic without compunction: “The peasants have their
painter...but do not those middle-class people strolling on the
jetty toward the sunset have the right to be fixed upon the
canvas, to be brought to light? They are often resting from
hard work, those people who leave their offices [and]| consulting
rooms. If there are some parasites among them, are there not
also those who have fulfilled their task?”

When the famously unassuming Boudin formulated this
utterly novel notion in the 1850s, the leading avant-garde
landscape painters in France were Jean-Frangois Millet and
Gustave Courbet, both of whom were attempting to carry
their compatriots beyond the work of Théodore Rousseau,
Charles Daubigny, Narcisse Diaz, and Camille Corot, who
had formed the revolutionary School of 1830. These remarkable
older painters had brought tremendous changes to landscape
art over the previous twenty years with their heartfelt views
of rural France, but by the middle of the century their work
had become predictable if not mainstream.

In an effort to push the genre of landscape even further,
Millet monumentalized the peasant and anointed the agrarian
practices of France with a kind of religious aura. Courbet in
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contrast deftly revealed the contradictions of country life on
canvases of immense proportions, which he proceeded to cover
with painterly bravura. Although Boudin could have found
material similar to either of these artists, he opted instead to
paint something even more modern: middle-class pleasure
seckers enjoying the light and air of recently developed seaside
resorts far from Millet’s Barbizon, Courbet’s Ornans, and the
teeming capital of Paris.

[t is often said that Monet did not appreciate the work
of Boudin when he first encountered it in Le Havre, where
Monet’s family had moved when he was five. If this assessment
was even accurately reported, it was made when Monet was
around sixteen and it was most likely colored by his own youth-
ful sense of things. By the end of the 1850s he certainly thought
differently, as he encouraged his teacher to come to Paris
where he had gone to immerse himself in its art and history.
After visiting the annual Salon at the Palais de I'Industrie in
1859, he wrote to Boudin urging him to abandon the smaller
Norman market and try his luck in the larger fray. Monet
was not writing to a novice, however. Boudin had lived and
worked in Paris every year since the 1840s. He sold his paint-
ings through a gallery in the capital, and he had submitted a
picture to the same Salon that Monet saw, after having shown
his work during the previous decade in Rouen, Bordeaux,
Marseilles, and Le Havre.

Boudin’s connections to Paris are worth reviewing, because
he is characterized so frequently as a Norman painter dedicated
to rendering its beaches for a local audience. Clearly that was
not his exclusive focus. This little-known, completely unpre-
cedented painting, which is startlingly fresh yet meticulously
rendered, is perhaps most striking for its date: approximately
1866. This indicates that Boudin had come to Argenteuil
nearly five years before Monet and his colleagues and that he
had painted the same site as his youthful contemporaries—
the promenade along the Seine—Ilong before they descended
on the place.

Why Boudin went to Argenteuil remains a mystery. There
is no written record of his visit and no other painting of the
town from his hand.

This picture provides plenty of evidence of Boudin’s
significance to impressionism, as it contains all of the essentials
that the younger painters would exploit in the following
decade: tangible light, heightened color, broken brushwork,

and modern subject matter—contemporary men and women
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boating or strolling along the banks of the river. There is an
immediacy about the scene as a whole that suggests it was
painted on the spot, which would have conformed to Boudin’s
general practice. At the same time, elements have been closely
observed: the trees along the promenade, the laundry houses in
the distance, the highway bridge over the river, and the figures
in the foreground.

The figures are all in stylish costumes and are synonymous
with those that populated Boudin’s contemporaneous scenes
of Normandy—elegant, well-off, seemingly carefree. He
includes more than a dozen of them here, in at least four
separate groups. It is not clear whether those in the rowboat
on the right are of the same social rank as those on the bank;
in various short stories, Guy de Maupassant eloquently
described boaters as a slightly rowdier sort. But their presence
here emphasizes Argenteuil’s multiple attractions.

Boudin suggests its appeal not only through the pleasurable
activities and the natural charm of the landscape but also by
the way he has arranged his scene. Viewed from a slightly
elevated position, the bank spreads generously across the canvas,
creating a graceful, continuous arc. This allows the Seine to
appear quite wide before it turns to the right and exits the
picture, more so than in most of Monet’s depictions of the area.
Given the height of the figures, the trees along the promenade
also seem substantial. Most impressive is the sky. Although its
facture is restrained by impressionist standards, it is rendered
with many small overlapping strokes of color that make it
wonderfully textured and visually engaging. Its sheer size in
relation to the rest of the picture encourages one to believe
that the site is spacious, airy, and desirable—precisely the kind
of place Boudin’s middle-class office workers went to ease the
tensions of the city and enjoy the rewards of their hard work.

Whether Monet or his colleagues ever saw this understated,
modestly proportioned painting is unknown. But it more
than justifies Monet’s praise of his less well known mentor.
As with his views of Normandy, this work demonstrates that
Boudin was one step ahead of the next generation, applying
his significant talents to this soon-to-be-discovered suburban
town with formidable acumen and characteristic foresight.

Detail, cat. 1
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Claude Monet

The Highway Bridge under Repair

1872

oil on canvas

60 x 80.7 (23% x 31%4)

Private Collection, on loan to the Fitzwilliam Museum,
Cambridge

At first glance this picture seems strikingly simple. A broad
stretch of the Seine occupies most of the lower half of the view,
its surface as smooth and unmodulated as the corresponding
rectangle of blue-gray sky above. Jutting into the scene from
halfway up the left side is an intricate web of scaffolding,
behind which rises the darker form of Argenteuil’s highway
bridge. Like a sculpture by Sol LeWitt, the horizontal and
vertical timbers of the scaffolding create a series of open geo-
metric structures, which lead to the town on the opposite
shore. A steamboat headed downriver has just entered the
wooden maze, its bow obscured, its prominent smokestack
emitting a billowing cloud of steam that rises to the top of the
canvas and is reflected in the still water below. Silhouetted
above the bridge and continuing to the right are the tops of an
irregular line of trees, which end just beyond the point where
the bridge reaches the shore. Two simple buildings on the far
bank are punctuated by single rows of vertical windows.

As is generally true with Monet’s work at Argenteuil,
this painting is the product of close observation and is more
complex than it initially appears. The considerable traffic on
the bridge suggests the area generated more activity than
the placid waters of the Seine might imply. The scaffolding,
which is only partly constructed, begins on the left with long
horizontal beams that give way after the second arch of the
bridge to an almost indecipherable pattern of lines and shapes.

Photograph of the highway bridge at Argenteuil flanked
by scaffolding, c. 1871. Musée du Vieil Argenteuil
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The tall, boxlike forms closest to the bridge represent the
completed section; their lower counterparts to the right lack a
second level and a crisscross support system. Each timber is
carefully articulated, however, with strong contrasts of dark
and light, and the ends of many beams are highlighted with
yellow caps that appear to have been cautionary markings
applied by the construction company that erected the scaf-
folding. Monet’s attention to such details is an indication of his
commitment to rendering the world with the kind of accuracy
that Gustave Courbet—the founder of Realism and one of
Monet’s mentors—would have admired.

Work on the scaffolding began in November 1871 after
several spans of the highway bridge were destroyed during the
Franco-Prussian War. The intention was to create a separate
structure across the Seine during the bridge’s reconstruction.
This was not done for safety or efficiency alone; the bridge was
owned and operated by Argenteuil, which gave the town the
right to exact a toll from everyone using it. But the town fathers
also had to maintain the structure, which meant that they were
obliged to repair the damage from the war. The longer the
bridge was closed to traffic, the more money the town stood
to lose. It therefore contracted with a private company to
guarantee a continued revenue stream. The temporary struc-
ture was completed in February 1872, although it was not
officially opened to traffic until September 1872, when repairs
began on the main bridge. That work was finished later the
same year, and the temporary bridge taken down soon after.

It is difficult to know whether Monet has represented the
highway bridge when the second structure was being built or
dismantled; the former is more likely on stylistic grounds, given
Monet’s restrained handling. In any case, he has clearly elected
to paint a scene that is distinctly contemporary and layered
with meaning. He appears to confirm his interest not only in
the material facts of the world around him but also in the
patriotic notions of progress and recovery after the disastrous
war and Commune of 1870—1871. The reconstruction Monet
depicts in this painting offers evidence that these humiliations
were over and a new day was emerging for his beloved country.
The peace and calm of the Seine, like the rigor and strength of
the scaffolding, thus assume significance beyond their apparent
realities. They are tangible and metaphorical proof of the
nation’s determination to reassert its stature—deliberately,
soberly, and convincingly.
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Claude Monet

The Petit Bras of the Seine

1872

oil on canvas

52.6 x 71.8 (20% x 28)

The National Gallery, London

A soft, lilac haze hangs over this limpid scene, one of the most
restrained the artist created during his years in Argenteuil.
Rounding the edges of forms and cushioning color contrasts,
the delicate atmosphere evokes the wistful beauty of the
place while enriching the innumerable harmonies Monet
discovered in the landscape. Quiet and poetic, the painting
stands in Monet’s oeuvre as a unique foil to the more impas-
sioned canvases that would follow and as a reminder of the
arch-impressionist’s essential roots.

The setting is as gracious as it is reserved. The horizon
remains well below the middle of the canvas, allowing the
land to recede gradually, logically, and reassuringly. Like
many more traditional landscape painters, Monet provides
unimpeded access to the site by stretching the riverbank across
the width of the immediate foreground. Sloping gently down
from the left, the bank is textured by a tawny, yellowish green
covering that parts like a stole to reveal the purple brown
earth underneath. Monet orchestrates similar undulating bands
of this ground cover and soil up to the crest of a hill in the
background, near which rise two rows of poplars. The first
row runs parallel to the scalloped ridges of the land; the other
advances along the near bank of the river. Curiously, Monet
reverses the Renaissance norm in the second group and depicts
the more distant trees at increasing heights. He follows a
related strategy in defining the river; it widens in the middle
ground and narrows as it draws closer to the viewer.

The strong recession established by the denser row of
poplars on the right counters Monet’s subtle reversals. Arranged
as a forceful though porous triangle, these trees animate the
picture through their projection into space, their thin, twisting
trunks, their delicate screen of leaves, and their shimmering
reflections in the river. At once dynamic and elegant, the
gauzy foliage and irregular trunks stand out against the enor-
mous sky, with its unity of tone and texture. They also provide
a poignant contrast to the slighter, sparser trees on the left.
Without this cultivated row of poplars, the painting would
seem more rural, perhaps even desolate. These trees, however,
did not grow naturally along the bank; they were planted
there as a crop to be harvested, as is clear from their consistent
height and spacing. They therefore suggest that the painting is
not merely a picturesque view of an unknown body of water.

The poplars are not the only sign of human intervention
in the area. Monet includes a large house on the right and two
figures on the left. It is not certain what the two figures are
doing: one reaches forward with both arms as if he were casting
(though he does not appear to hold a fishing pole); the other is
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just below the lip of the bank, either in the water or by its edge,
and raises one arm as if to inspect something. Their cryptic
actions aside, the figures keep the painting in the present. They
are not idyllic peasants working the fields or mythological
staffage. They are part of Monet’s world and thus underscore
his allegiance to rendering the suburban environment as he
saw 1t, not as he imagined it or wished it to be.

That said, it is important to note that no jarring elements
appear here to remind us of the tensions of modern life.
Despite the presence of the house, trees, and men, the scene
does not seem suburban. On the contrary, it recalls the art of the
Barbizon painters who preceded Monet, particularly Charles
Daubigny and Camille Corot. Their views of meandering
streams and quiet glades are the references for this image, just
as their retreat from Paris into the surrounding countryside—
like Monet’s to Argenteuil—was essential to the advancement
of modern French landscape art. Monet would always hold
their achievement in special esteem. It was the Barbizon artists
who taught their successor the value of looking at humble bits
of nature and of allowing their special, unassuming poetry to
be part of the elevated world of art.

It is therefore perhaps not surprising that Monet would
have walked to this slightly backwater site to paint this picture,
one of the first he completed on moving to Argenteuil in the
winter of 1871. It was an opportunity to reaffirm his origins in
that noble past and to begin to find his way in the complexities
of his competitive present.
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Alfred Sisley

The Boulevard Héloise, Argenteuil
1872

oil on canvas

39.5 X 59.6 (157 x 23 /%)

National Gallery of Art, Washington,
Ailsa Mellon Bruce Collection

When Sisley came to visit his friend Monet in 1872, he was
attracted to the streets of Argenteuil as much as he was to its
stretch of the river, a predilection that no other impressionist
who joined Monet in his new suburban home demonstrated to
the same degree. Only Caillebotte also focused on the town
itself, and that occurred more than five years after Monet had
left. The present view, depicting one of the main streets in
Argenteull, testifies to Sisley’s refined feeling for the dampness
of the day and the penetrating gray atmosphere. It also reveals
his keen eye for the particularities of the site and the ways they
could be configured to convey larger meanings.

Sisley painted the scene from a position on the sidewalk by
a row of trees, part of the wooded area of town leading to the
promenade and the river, which lay to the right. In the fiction
of the picture he is like the pedestrian on the sidewalk in front
of him, a man merely going about his business. The converg-
ing edges of the sidewalk establish a rapid recession in space,
reinforced by the descending line of foliage. The towering
trees make us feel small, while their uniformity contributes to
the anonymity of the place.

The boulevard, more than twice the width of the sidewalk,
increases these sensations as it rushes by, pulled by the diagonal
lines of its curbs and the parallel strokes that define its surface.
Sisley’s position on the sidewalk therefore appears safer and
more stable, something its more integrated, horizontal brush
marks tend to reinforce. Yet the figures in the scene all walk
away from us, adding to our sense of isolation, and although
the horse-drawn carts head toward us, they are separated from
one another and from us by considerable space. This is not a
rural village where everyone knows each other and is engaged
in everyone else’s lives. Sisley has accurately gauged and pre-
sented the urban character of this street, with its breadth,
coolness, and detachment.

The houses along the avenue contribute to this feeling of
aloofness. While individualized in size and design, they have
no one at the windows, no laundry hanging outside, no children
at play. Mainstream artists would have added such details to
humanize the view, but Sisley begins his picture on the left
with a long, tall wall that dwarfs the figures in front of it and
offers no entrance or break in its insistent lines and planes.
Even the two leafless trees behind it seem forlorn.

Sisley’s business was to look and record, a task he appears
to have performed faithfully; the painting seems convincing
and authentic, as if we are on the street with him witnessing
its tempos and accents. The more we study the work, however,

the more Sisley’s detachment becomes evident, stressing the
fact that he was merely a visitor, with scant connection to the
people or the place he was depicting. All the elements could
be considered charming, but he relieves them of that burden,
presenting them as ordinary and unpretentious. A large part
of the meaning of the picture lies in this deflation, in the
emptiness the artist found there, and in the resulting disjunc-
ture. Sisley, like the other impressionists, wanted his painting
to speak on a higher level about the complexities of the world.
This canvas and one that Monet completed of the Boulevard
Héloise at the same time (cat. 5) are proof of the artists’
ambitions for their art. Underscoring the contradictory feelings
that both artists had for this town, they embody some of the
fundamental contrasts that permeated modern life—security
and alienation, confidence and vulnerability, connectedness
and separation.

These two paintings represent one of the first instances in
the decade when two leading avant-garde artists stood together
to render the same scene simultaneously. The painters adopted
different vantage points, with Monet in the middle of the street
focusing the whole scene at the center of his canvas, while Sisley
orients his view to the right. Sisley makes the contrast between
the trees and the houses greater; Monet opts to break the line
of trees, making the two sides of the boulevard less consistent.
Sisley even omits altogether the lampposts that play a prominent
role in Monet’s composition. The artists emerged with two
quite distinct paintings, though both tell essentially the same
story. This attests to their independence while emphasizing
their shared concerns. It was a combination that would serve
all of the painters well who came to work in Argenteuil, just
as it would the advancement of modern art in France.

View of the Boulevard Héloise, early twentieth century
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Claude Monet

The Boulevard Héloise, Argenteuil

1872

oil on canvas

35% 59 (13% % 237)

Yale University Art Gallery, Collection of
Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon, B.A. 1929

Monet set up his easel in the middle of the Boulevard Héloise so
that its hard-packed, earthen surface fills the foreground of his
view. Stretching from one side of this modest-sized canvas to
the other, the street has the look and feel of a city thoroughfare,
not a country lane, an impression heightened by its orderliness.
It is bordered by sidewalks—a rarity for the time—and it
recedes sharply into the distance. The dark edges of curbs on
either side act like railroad tracks or the orthogonals of a linear
perspective system, converging just to the right of center. They
achieve the compelling illusion of deep space, an effect enhanced
by other diagonals—the roofs of the houses, the walls along
the sidewalk, the row of trees, the ruts in the street—all of
which lead to the same vanishing point. That point becomes
the focus for the entire painting, as it is where the sky, street,
houses, and trees begin or end.

This undisguised convergence of discrete parts makes the
scene seem simple and direct. But the view is complicated by
a number of enigmas, beginning with the emptiness in the
foreground. The bottom third of the canvas contains no forms
or incidents; no people or carts, no lighting effects or distrac-
tions relieve the lurking sense of isolation. Townspeople in the
middle ground only increase the aura of alienation, as they do
not acknowledge Monet’s presence and they generally appear
alone. Everything seems correct and proper, but nothing is
intimately related. The regimented line of trees breaks abruptly
for no apparent reason, shrinking from a sizable group in the
foreground to a much smaller one in the background. On the
opposite side of the boulevard two trees poke up from behind
the first long wall, one short and squat, the other tall and thin.
The first is more contained within its yard; the second leans
out into the public realm beyond the wall. Each house varies
in size, design, and location vis-a-vis the street, although all
maintain a stately reserve.

The biggest contrast is between these houses and the trees
on the right. The latter are a product of group decisions and
town ordinances. Evenly spaced and rigorously aligned, they
form a homogeneous unit that closes off the view softly but
emphatically. The houses also conform to town codes, but they
are highly individualistic. They sit on their lots differently,
rise to staggered heights, and have variously aligned walls.
Nonetheless, Monet maintains an evident aesthetic order:
consider the Rothko-like rectangles on the walls along the
sidewalk, or the way the nearest lamppost divides the space
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between the two trees, bisects a window of the third and
smallest house, then rises to the roofline of that house precisely
where it joins the chimney of the next.

The ordering extends even to the positions of the figures.
A man on the right stands between two tree trunks, another in
the space between the two groups of trees. A woman on the left
walks in front of a horizontal green rectangle, her child in front
of a vertical gray one. Behind them a woman is silhouetted
against a light beige panel that separates two darker shapes.
The driver of the cart overlaps the edge of the house behind
him. Similar coordination occurs throughout the picture.

Such care is typical of Monet during his years at Argenteuil,
as he probes the place for its internal rhythms and metaphors.
For instance, each side of the street has ironically assumed
characteristics more associated with the other. One would expect
nature to be the more unpredictable; trees in a forest setting
would not grow as uniformly as they do here. Similarly, one
might think the houses would be more regular. Instead the
human structures have appropriated the diversity of nature,
while nature has been forced to conform to the strictures of
human society.

These inversions were typical of what was occurring in
modern France as the powers of progress reshaped the nation.
As a landscape painter and new member of suburbia, Monet
was sensitive to the latent meaning of these changes, finding,
like his impressionist colleagues, the outskirts of Paris to be a
revealing microcosm of the new world order. Monet describes
that emerging reality with poetry and specificity in this
seemingly straightforward image of his newly adopted home.
Although the muted light and muffled atmosphere make the
scene appear spontaneous and unpremeditated, nothing could
be further from the truth.
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Alfred Sisley

La Grande Rue, Argenteuil
1872

oil on canvas

05.4 X 46.2 (25% x 18%)

Norfolk Museums Service (Norwich Castle Museum)

Sisley does not appear to have ever visited Argenteuil prior to
coming to stay with Monet in the late winter or early spring
of 1872, some six months after his friend had moved to this
conveniently located suburb of Paris. How long he remained
and how many pictures he painted during his stay is diffcult
to determine. But a canvas such as this is easy to identify as a
product of his time there, as it represents one of Argenteuil’s
main streets.

The Grande Rue ran east-west through the center of town
and was heavily trafficked because of its commercial activities.
[t terminated in a square in front of the local church, which is
marked by the spire in the background of Sisley’s picture. The
buildings that lined the street were old and varied, standing at
different heights and distances from the sidewalk. This is not
a Haussmann-planned boulevard like those just built in Paris.
Rich in incident, though relatively consistent in color value,
this painting reflects Sisley’s sympathetic engagement with the
site and his interest in recording its textured, lived-in character.

Sisley painted this scene while standing in the street near
the intersection of the Grande Rue and the Avenue de 'Hotel
Dieu, which enters on the left. Despite its modest presence, the
Avenue de ’'Hoétel Dieu plays an important role in the picture,
as it expands what would otherwise be a confined foreground
and widens what is still a relatively narrow march into space.
The immediate area around Sisley is empty, which contributes
to the effect of openness, but the thoroughfare fills up quickly
as it moves toward the church. Large carts have stopped
along both curbs, blocking significant parts of the view. Each
rises nearly one story and takes up almost half the width of
the passage; other vehicles would have trouble squeezing by.
A number of men and women occupy the sidewalks, while
ncarly as many walk in the street. They all add to the appeal
of the place, although there is little interaction among them,
making what might be merely a quaint scene slightly aloof, as
if Sisley sought to preserve the town’s urban qualities as much
as he wanted to indulge in its old-time allure. We are strangers
here. Only the white horse on the right looks directly at us,
but from some distance.

That coolness is communicated as well by Sisley’s restrained
palette. Dominated by closely coordinated browns, beiges, and
grays, the painting projects the subdued tonalities of an over-
cast day where light filters through a blanket of thick clouds,
allowing for little warmth and no bright spots. That democracy,
or evenness, while perhaps truthful to the conditions Sisley
chose to render, works well with the lack of pretension that he
intended. Only the church steeple emerges as more important
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than other elements, and even that appears to be the logical
outgrowth of the buildings on the left: its base is locked into
the last structure, its color is the same as most of the other
buildings, and its vertical thrust is preceded by the chimneys
silhouetted against the sky.

Monet also painted this busy street during his first year in
town, suggesting that it was one of those urban spaces a land-
scape painter new to the area could not resist. Steeped with the
enchantment of the past and yet thoroughly au courant, it was
the kind of scene that had been depicted so often it had become
a cliché. Sisley tried to raise his work above the commonplace
by giving it a modern cast. Not only did he make objects in the
picture seem plastic and immediate, not only did he focus on
the lack of interaction among the figures, he also emphasized
the physical evidence of his artistic decision making. The
sharply defined curbs, cornices, and window treatments all stress
the recessional pull of the picture. The simplification of the
fagades of most buildings, too, draws attention to their planar
geometries and abstract qualities as opposed to their peeling
paint or stucco, which might have interested a lesser artist.

Note as well how much Sisley relies on thick independent
strokes of paint. The immediate foreground is depicted with a
remarkable array of diagonal touches, some zigzagging and
snakelike, others flat and heavy. The sidewalks are generally
more broadly painted, the houses more broadly still, although
the facades are enlivened by many smaller, abbreviated touches.
The different surface treatments remind us of the artist’s hand
and mind at work. They also make us aware of the visual
stimuli the site offered Sisley and how sensitive he was to their
variety. By adapting a range of painted marks, Sisley makes the
surface of the canvas much like the scene itself, highly idio-
syncratic and unfixed, but genuine and palpable. His strategy
extracts his painting from the clutches of the traditional and
ensures its physical and metaphorical stance in the present.
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Gustave Caillebotte

The Promenade at Argenteuil
1883

oil on canvas

05 x 82 (25% x 32%)

Private Collection

This painting is a vivid touchstone for impressionism’s
dedication to the proposition that light, atmosphere, and par-
ticular moments were worthy subjects for high art. It is also
a rewarding reminder of the movement’s uncompromising
intelligence and novel achievements. It has the mark of an
original, appearing truthful and unembellished in every respect.
Anticipating the work of twentieth-century artists such as
photographers Paul Strand and Walker Evans, it appears
to be informed simultaneously by the accomplishments of
Renaissance masters like Giovanni Bellini and seventeenth-
century view painters such as Gerrit Berckheyde. Like all of
the impressionists, Caillebotte had one eye cocked on the past
and the other trained on the future.

The painting crosses centuries and media as easily as
Caillebotte traversed the Seine from his house in Petit
Gennevilliers to render this site, which he selected with keen
appreciation for its nuances. [t seems both unimportant and
brimming with significance, a place that people would pass
by without stopping and at the same time one that held special
meaning. The beauty of this ambiguity is that the artist refuses
to resolve it; we are obliged to explore the picture and decide
for ourselves. Caillebotte makes sure that we can begin that
process readily. He clears the foreground of any impediments
and links the tree-studded area on the left with the street on
the right by color, light, and texture. Only the segregation of
the shadows and the darkened curve of the curb in the center

indicate that the two are separate—another subtle touch.

Caillebotte enhances the impression of openness by reducing

View of the Boulevard Héloise, 1999
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the number of elements elsewhere in the scene, while mini-
mizing action or movement. Everything seems distilled,
weighty, locked into position: the trees on the left have clearly
been planted by municipal order, a wall beyond them closes off
the scene with cool authority, and buildings assuredly fill the
background on the right.

The buildings are wonderfully solid. Highly geometric,
they seem immutable, either resisting or absorbing the intensity
of the unfiltered noonday sun. So strong and consistent is the
sunlight that it bleaches the colors of the fagade and makes the
hand-lettered advertisements—Chuffart Maconnerie, Buvette
du Marché, Ecurie et Remis

almost appear to melt. If the
owner is not asleep or away, the light has likewise caused him
to close the shutters, their green slats making the yellow-baked
walls of the house seem only hotter. No wonder the two men
on the left sit on a bench under the shade of the trees and the
woman in the foreground carries a parasol. The sun 1s blind-
ingly bright and probably oppressive, which may also explain
the relative emptiness of the site.

Normally the area would have been livelier. Caillebotte
stands 1n an opening in the wooded promenade near the Seine
looking northwest toward the Boulevard Héloise, one of the
most important streets in Argenteuil, which runs on a slight
diagonal across the canvas. By limiting the number of houses
and commercial buildings shown along the street, the artist
reduces the urban character of the scene. This is the opposite
of what Monet and Sisley did when they painted the same
thoroughfare from farther west near the end of the promenade
(cats. 4 and 5). They maximized the city feeling of the boule-
vard, using the straight lines of the curbs and long rows of
houses and trees.

By taking a simpler and more circumscribed approach,
Caillebotte makes his picture equally complex, especially
in terms of details. The three trees on the left, for example,
are different in age, height, and shape. The wall along the
street varies markedly from one point to the next, alternating
between solid and open sections, grillwork and pillars.

There is every reason to believe the scene existed just as
Caillebotte has depicted it; the buildings still stand today and
attest to his accuracy (see photograph at left). This implies
that he was attracted to the site at least in part because of its
straightforward but peculiar qualities. These are epitomized
in this odd pair of buildings. The primary structure is turned
to the side so that its entrance does not face the street. Then
its addition is shoved right into the middle of its fagade, block-
ing what would have been windows on the upper story and
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the door and windows on the ground floor. The roof of the
addition slices into that of the main structure, descending on
an angle that ignores the original roof. The windows of the
addition are of a different design from those of the first house,
even sporting orange shutters, the complementary contrast to
the green ones on the left.

Contrasts abound in the picture. The left side contains trees
and figures, while the right is virtually empty. The left is acti-
vated by shadows, while the right is quiet and uninterrupted.
The right also claims more sky than the left. Among other,
more cunning distinctions, the figures are divided by gender
and position, with the men sitting in the shade between two
trees in front of a series of pillars, and the woman standing in
the sun close to one tree, her back to us and her upper torso
and parasol superimposed on the largest section of unbroken
wall in the background. At the far right Caillebotte includes
two fluttering flags, but he crops them so radically that we do
not see the pole to which we presume they are attached. He
makes the absence of that pole more acutely felt by planting a
tall slanting pole in the middle of the scene. This pole likewise
holds two flags, but while one flies energetically like the
two on the right, the other hangs limply on the opposite side
halfway up the staff.

Caillebotte finds ways to mitigate some of these contrasts.
As the pole gently leans to the left, it overlaps the corner of an
upper-story window so that the limp flag hangs just below
the edge of the roof. The pole bisects that section of the roof
before rising to the same height as the tree to its left. The tree’s
foliage repeats the triangular shape of the roof. On the right
the orange shutters recall the clay liners of the chimneys of the
main house, while the gray lintel above the newer windows
extends to the left and meets the darker gray cornice of the
original structure. The isolated woman is linked to the men by
a shadow that runs along the edge of their bench to intersect
her at the waist. Finally, the daring arc of the curb in the center
echoes the curving shadow above it. The curb also begins at a
point along the bottom that is on axis with the house above.
And it ends on the right in line with where the gate begins.
That gate ends where the shadow below it stops.

These minutely constructed relationships hold the painting
together much as do the intense light and the omnipresent
evidence of the artist’s hand on the surface. All bear witness to
Caillebotte’s mastery of his craft and his impressive ability to
suggest the multifarious aspects of modern life in a scene of
deceiving simplicity.
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Claude Monet

The Promenade at Argenteuil

c. 1872

oil on canvas

50.4 X 65.2 (19% x 25%)

National Gallery of Art, Washington,
Ailsa Mellon Bruce Collection

When Monet began this serene, light-filled painting of the
tree-lined promenade at Argenteuil—sometime in the late
spring or early summer of 1872—he had been a resident of the
town for less than a year. Having left Paris for the pleasures of
the suburbs in the early winter of 1871, he had not painted
many views of the place he would call home for most of the
coming decade. He was only beginning to acquaint himself
with its charms, as one senses in this meticulously ordered
scene. It possesses the air of contented discovery and seems to
be the product of a focused individual in tune with the world
around him. [t is in many ways a picture of perfection.

There is nothing extraneous in this painting, nothing that
disrupts the flow of one area to the next, nothing that seems
out of position. Even the light appears to be measured in just
the right amounts. The composition too could not be set down
with more rigor or sensitivity.

The sandy path along the Seine leads into the scene past a
feathery bush on the left and a grassy bank that slopes down to
the water. The outline of the path is irregular, with the left side
bending out, then in, then out and in again, mirrored in its
movements by the tufted grass to its right and by the natural
curves of the shoreline. The right side of the path follows a
straighter line, implying greater municipal attention, as does
the formal row of trees. A turreted house in the background
seems a storybook ending.

The trees stand tall and stately, beginning at the right edge
of the canvas and stopping where the promenade meets a raised
section of the bank. Although uniformly vertical and rather
densely foliated, the trees are spaced sufficiently to allow several
bands of light to sneak through the screen and stripe the path.
Monet must have been dazzled by this horizontal/vertical
configuration and the contrast of light and dark, for he indulged
himself and used a rich impasto to make these strips of light
the most eye-catching elements in the painting. They are ren-
dered in extraordinarily lush yellows and pinks.

The bands of light modulate the recession of the path, but
the borders of the promenade converge on the house and the
smaller buildings to its right. For today’s viewer, this might
seem unusual, for the smaller structures are part of a business,
a fact that is made undeniable by the industrial chimneys
silhouetted against the sky. Mimicking the turret of the house
and the trunks of the trees, the smokestacks remind us that
this site was distinctly modern. It was a setting where labor and
leisure, work and pleasure coexisted. Monet may have opted
to depict the scene on a Sunday, the only day of the week when
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work ceased, for the chimneys are not puffing smoke. They fit
almost ideally into the landscape, framing the house and rising
alongside the turret spire to define a triangle that ends at the
point of the peninsula on which they stand.

The placid, glasslike wedge of the Seine echoes the trian-
gular promenade; together they complement the nearly square
expanse of sky, allowing heaven and earth to be sublimely
balanced. On the river two boats are under sail, both poised
in front of the soft green stretch of trees on the fle Marante,
which was encircled by the Petit Bras of the Seine. The boats
and the calm sky reinforce the beauty of the moment Monet
has captured and the glories of the area.

That Monet painted this site soon after he first arrived in
Argenteuil makes considerable sense. It embodied everything
one might want from suburban living. He included several
figures among the trees to the right to reaffirm that point.
And he returned nearly half a dozen times during that initial
year and again in the last summer he spent in the town
(see cat. 52). It clearly held special meaning for him, as is amply
evident in this iconic canvas. It may have affected his dealer
Paul Durand-Ruel in a similar way, as the painting was part of
a group of works that this farsighted supporter of the impres-
sionists purchased in 1872 barely after the pigments had dried.
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Alfred Sisley

The Bridge at Argenteuil

1872

oil on canvas

38.7 x 61 (15% x 24)

Memphis Brooks Museum of Art, Memphis, Tennessee,
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Hugo N. Dixon

Understated and unassuming, this view down the Seine to the
highway bridge at Argenteuil is an image of great delicacy.
Both immediate and timeless, the painting invites us to relish
the specific while celebrating the general. It suggests multiple
possibilities—about life and looking—and strikes innumerable
poetic notes, but it is thoroughly grounded and materialistic.
It draws us into the scene yet reminds us of our isolation, just
as it underscores the allure of nature and at the same time
upholds the human presence in the landscape. It is a fine
example of how the past can inform the present and how
modernist art arose from a considered investigation of the craft
of painting and a sympathetic immersion in this developing
Parisian suburb.

Compositionally, the picture could not be simpler. It is
almost evenly divided between earth and sky. The land is an
integrated patchwork of triangular shapes rendered with a
lively brush but a restrained palette. Sisley fills the foreground
with the waving, unkempt grass of the riverbank at Petit
Gennevilliers; Argenteuil is across the Seine to the left. He
places a pathway in the middle of the scene, its undergrowth
flattened by foot traffic, leading the viewer into the distance
with the orderliness of a classic Renaissance perspective system.
The path then bends to the right just before it meets a
white-hulled sailboat that lies at anchor by the water’s edge,
encouraging us to continue down the river. We encounter
other boats as well as the boat rental house, which is neatly
locked into the conjuncture of the highway bridge, the river,
and the bank. Superimposed on this intersection is a man
walking up the bank toward two houses on the right carrying
a set of oars. He appears on the rabatment, a vertical line that
defines a square with the left side of the canvas, locating him
and this nexus of forms in consummate harmony with the rest
of the painting.

Such artful alliances occur throughout the work. The man’s
oars angle to the left to define a triangle with the bank and
various masts by the boathouse; they then descend to the right,
appearing to touch a man and woman who stand in front of a
low-lying building. That structure, continuing the line of the
bridge and the boathouse, meets a sizable poplar—the largest
vertical element in the scene so far. Behind a wooden fence
to the right rise two houses that are visually connected by a
screen of background trees linking the rooflines and by a
lighter-colored gate that overlaps the corner of the left house
but serves the more substantial house at the right.

Note also how Sisley has the dock parallel the bridge and
end near the bow of a rowboat that itself parallels the bank
and points upriver like the path. If an imaginary line were
drawn across the painting connecting the tops of the hills on
the left with the fence on the right, it would touch the top of
the mast of the white-hulled boat at the end of the path, which
bisects the arch of the bridge behind it before just nudging the
right side of the cloud above. This is sensitive picture making
by an accomplished artist.

The sky also bears the mark of Sisley’s artistry. It is so
gently painted that it appears to have been breathed onto the
canvas, setting the tone for the soft light that fills the landscape.
But it is the clouds that make this sky a worthy descendant
of Perugino’s. Beginning on the left, an arabesque of cottony
clouds just above the horizon rises, falls, then rises again in
response to the rhythm of the hills and houses below. Four
smaller clouds that soar above the third cloud on the left form
an open parallelogram, a configuration of parts more often
associated with stars in a constellation than celestial vapors.
The hazy scrim of clouds in the center of the sky helps to pull
the background forward and to make the almost impossible
set of clouds more or less believable.

What is finally most distinctive about this picture is its
play of light. While the whole scene enjoys the warmth of the
sun, which is behind us to the right, Sisley does not indulge in
a particularly dramatic use of its powers. Thus it is surprising
to notice the strokes of orange yellow paint on the crests of the
first two hills in the background and the same hue, though
of greater intensity, on the middle spans of the bridge. Sisley
is consistent in his distribution of highlights and shadows,
engendering an authenticity that is evident in his brushwork
as well, a tangible testimony to the intangible interaction of his
hand and mind.

Carefully wrought yet completely forthright, classically
imbued but loyal to the realities before him, this painting
identifies Sisley as an artist determined to find a way to
shape the elements of his era into a narrative of significance.
Edouard Manet, one of the most forceful personalities of his
time, appreciated these efforts. He purchased this painting
directly from Sisley and kept it until his own death in the
early 188o0s.
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Gustave Caillebotte

Laundry Drying

1892

oil on canvas

105.7 X 150.8 (41 % X 59%)
Wallraf-Richartz-Museum, Cologne

Standing on the Argenteuil side of the Seine and looking
down the town’s celebrated promenade and Champs de Mars,
Caillebotte depicts a strictly aligned row of trees on the right
and a broad stretch of river on the left. A line of laundry rises
then falls as it moves through the scene to end in the distance.
A bench on the grass in the middle parallels the dusty walkway
along the Seine and the two green-shuttered washhouses that
float at the water’s edge. The landscape is uninhabited. There
are no boats or people, indeed no birds or even clouds in the sky.
It is middle to late morning; everyone is presumably at work,
as is Caillebotte, who appears to relish his solitude as he paints.
On one level this painting is all about the light of this par-
ticular day and the ways that Caillebotte makes it manifest.
It begins with color. He paints the two earthen paths with
high-value beiges that stand out from the vivid lime green of
the grass in between. He employs a creamy white pigment to
define the facades and roofs of the laundry houses, which makes
them appear so boldly illuminated that they become insistently
planar. The sky is charged with an equally consistent glow,
emanating from the amount of white that he has mixed with
his blues, while the darker foliage of the trees is etched with a
deeper shade of the same lime green as the grass below.
Caillebotte 1s particularly attentive to the framing power
of the majestic chestnut trees and how they interact with the
light. He radically crops the first tree on the left, leaving only a

Gustave Caillebotte, Le Pont de I’Europe, 1876, oil on canvas,
Musée d’Art Moderne du Petit Palais, Geneva
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sliver of its trunk and a few individual branches. The leaves
on these branches catch the light and cast a dappled pattern on
the trunk. The denser canopy of foliage on the right pulls the
light into its recesses so that variations in color transform its
sculpted forms, notably in a splash of the darker lime green
just above the path. Light bathes the stolid trunks of these
trees on the sides that face the river, descending to form pools
at their feet.

The laundry provides Caillebotte with the ultimate vehicle
for suggesting the mysterious presence of this light. Like a
foil to the rigid planes of the washhouses and the land, the
seemingly continuous band of drying shirts arcs like a streamer
or a bleached snakeskin sail. The tops of the shirts and their
futtering arms receive the greatest amount of light, almost
appearing to have been starched by the sun. This eftect is
increased by Caillebotte’s decision to begin the clothesline in
pale blue shadow on the left and to have it rise to its greatest
height to the right of center where the last shirt is entirely
illuminated. Curiously, the pure lead white of the shirts is
maintained into the distance, just as their size drops immedi-
ately after the first tree on the right and stays the same to the
end instead of becoming progressively smaller in accordance
with perspectival realities. They remain independent touches
of paint with no claim to description and no identity other than
being unmixed color.

These white touches are in essence unfiltered light, but
they are set in context and given their brilliance by the deep
shadows throughout the scene, particularly in the canopy
of foliage on the right. Similarly, the dark green and purple
shadow that runs across the canvas in the immediate fore-
ground provides a strong contrast to the sunlit paths and grass
beyond; the shadows under the bench intensify the light that
strikes the seat; and the fagades of the laundry houses gain
their prominence from the darker brown band of their hulls.
The water and sky jointly benefit from the olive green of the
trees on the fle Marante across the river.

Just as the light is measured by its opposite, so too is the
charm of the place made plain by its emptiness. With no one
present, we can freely explore—as Caillebotte does—its
many delights. By including very few elements in the picture,
Caillebotte invites us to concentrate on each one, endowing
each with its own color and shape. The single tree on the left
seems distinct from the other trees, though they are all one
species; the two paths are also related but individualized, as
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are the two laundry houses; the bench stands completely alone,
with no duplicate. Even the shirts, although supposedly alike,
are slightly different one from the next.

Caillebotte is just as calculating when he composes the
painting. Although he divides the scene into what initially
appear to be large simple sections—paths, grass, river, trees,
and sky—he alters or interrupts each part. The nearest path-
way, for example, is crossed by the horizontal shadow in the
immediate foreground, then divided lengthwise by the staccato
strokes that mark the laundry’s shadows, which extend into
the middle ground to meet the darker horizontal shadows of the
chestnut trees. The latter inexplicably stop where the laundry
ends, allowing the path to continue as a light-filled form. This
path is not exactly triangular; it jogs to the left after the first
tree. In like fashion the bench interrupts the continuity of the
path by the shore, while the washhouses break up the shape
and flow of the river.

It 1s not that Caillebotte was out to avoid purity and pre-
cision in this painting. On the contrary, one senses those concerns
throughout, from the crisp edges of his forms to the almost
mechanical quality of his brushwork in certain areas, especially
in the grass. It is most apparent in the physical divisions of the
canvas: the river begins on the left at the midpoint of that side;
the path ends at the same point on the right. The midpoint on
the right is also the vanishing point for the various orthogonals
in the scene: the borders of the grass, the line of the bench, and
the roof of the first laundry boat. Even the laundry itself seems
to lead to that point, as if it were both mocking and supporting
the highly regulated lines of Caillebotte’s traditional perspective
system. Caillebotte does not permit those waving shirts to float
through the scene without similar control. The point at which
they peak marks the rabatment, an imaginary vertical axis that
forms a square with the left side of the picture.

These relationships and adjustments were highly conscious.
Caillebotte worked them out in at least three studies that pre-
ceded the painting. Smaller, less rigorous, and seemingly done
on site, they affirm Caillebotte’s reliance on traditional methods
of constructing finished pictures from trial essays. Together
with the imposing size of this canvas, they also confirm that
Caillebotte, now in his early forties, wanted to produce an
ambitious painting along the lines of some of his masterworks
of the 1870s when he was in his twenties. He must have had
Le Pont de I'Europe of 1876 especially in mind (see illustration
on p. 64), as it shares a variety of compositional devices with
this work and offers a close relationship of height to width,
although it is slightly larger in both dimensions. Laundry Drying
could have been its suburban pendant.
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Judging from its many incomplete passages, however, and
the lack of a signature, we know that this impressive picture was
not finished, which may explain why it was never exhibited or
sold during Caillebotte’s lifetime. Despite this fact, the painting
amply reveals the artist’s ingenuity in isolating one of the
central tenets of impressionism—Ilight—and raising it to a
startlingly new level of vivacity and meaning: this painting is
not just about the power of the sun; it is about the ways the
sun illuminates a more complicated world.

This site 1s a place of work as well as pleasure. We do not
see the laundry house employees at their tasks, but the results
are obvious. Comparison with Le Pont de I’Europe makes it
clear that the strong perspective lines and sense of anonymity
so often associated with Paris are equally operative here, giving
the picture an urban quality that its natural setting would
otherwise belie. The notion that laundry could be beautiful
and merit elevation into the realm of high art poses another
contradiction, one that other impressionists—Degas, Morisot,
and Pissarro

had embraced in previous years by depicting it
on various occasions. People did not come to Argenteuil to see
laundry hanging along one of its most picturesque pathways,
but it was there.

Caillebotte celebrates these contradictions, as he does the
light. They defined modern life—and a thriving suburb like
Argenteuil—just as they were essential to modern art. It is
their energy that makes contemporaneity so vital and that
offers painters like Caillebotte and his impressionist friends
the opportunity to reconsider the fundamentals of their craft.
It is in pictures such as this that Caillebotte asserted their
heartfelt intention to make art from life, and to allow the
moment to be eternal.

Detail, cat. 10
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Claude Monet

The Boat Basin at Argenteuil

1872

oil on canvas

60 x 80.5 (23% x 31%)

Musée d’Orsay, Paris, legs du comte Isaac de Camondo, 1911

From his position on the main promenade at Argenteuil under
a brilliantly lit, cloud-filled sky, Monet presents all the delights
of the modern suburban landscape. Men, women, and children
stroll up and down the sun-striped path beside an elegant row
of chestnut trees, while others lounge on the grass; sailboats
skim across the blue and white waters of the Seine, skirting
steamboats that spout streams of smoke; ladies with parasols
negotiate a gangplank to the bathhouse at the right, while a
sailor waves from a rowboat by the shore. Everything is glori-
ous, charming, and desirable.

Each element in the painting is painstakingly arranged and
scrupulously rendered, underscoring Monet’s powers as an
artist and the humanly imposed rationale of the place. The path
leads logically into the scene, its clearly defined, irregular
borders complementing the carefully spaced light and shadow
that Monet distributes along its inviting expanse. So guileless
is the path’s recession into space, it could have been formulated
by a Renaissance artist discovering the powers of perspective.
The grassy bank and boat basin serve as counterbalancing
shapes. Together with the path, they create a pattern of inter-
locking parts, above which hangs a broad sky.

Nowhere is Monet’s compositional acumen more apparent
than in the way he links the left and right sides of the scene,
employing the horizontal shadows across the path and bank,
the line of the bridge in the background, and the sublime sweep
of the trees. The trees recede to a point that joins the end of
the curving shoreline, thus forming a continuous arc on the
picture plane that extends from the upper left to the lower
right. Monet reinforces the latter connection by making
the foliage on the trees cover approximately as much area as
the grassy bank and by echoing the curve in the clouds.

Monet’s enthusiasm for Argenteuil is not only expressed
in the rich collection of pleasurable pastimes he depicts in this
seductive painting, it is also implied in the dazzling light that
enlivens the scene, in the heightened palette, and notably in
the densely textured surface of the work. The path and bank
are defined with overlapping horizontal strokes of dry, matte
pigment. The foliage on the trees is suggested with dabs of
paint that have no consistent orientation, appropriate for the
fluttering leaves they describe. The clouds are the most broadly
rendered, with large arcing strokes that contribute to the
strong sculptural presence of these evanescent forms. More
striking yet is the top left region of the sky. Initially it appears
to contain distant, thinner clouds that drift high above the
cumulus ones. But it is merely the primed canvas and a few
beige, white, and spare blue strokes. This unpainted section
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continues along the top edge in a narrow band all the way to
the right corner, where Monet abandons even the dragged
blue pigment.

Such sketchiness is in keeping with our inherited sense of
impressionism as a fresh, direct, spontaneous style, but it is
inconsistent with the rest of the painting. Monet’s decision to
contrast one procedure with another in the same work was
highly conscious. Not only does the less finished area add
depth and diversity to the sky, but it draws attention to the
intensity of everything else in the scene. More important, it
underscores the fact that, despite the impression of a captured
moment, the painting is an artful construct that requires us to
suspend our disbelief and submit to the cunning of the artist.

In 1872 when Monet painted this picture, he believed in
the illusion of its discrete parts creating a kind of perfect whole,
repeatedly proclaiming its validity in other equally measured
images. Although conscious of its conceits, just as he was of
his own artistic inventions, Monet had come to Argenteuil to
settle down, raise a family, and enjoy the benefits of his devel-
oping talents. This painting is his testimonial to the potential
of the present and to the novel vision he had for French art.
It is grand and generous, open and celebratory, exemplifying
Emile Zola’s description of Monet’s affection for “nature that
man made modern.”
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Gustave Caillebotte

Boats on the Seine at Argenteuil
1890

oil on canvas

60 x 73 (23% x 28%)

Private Collection, U.S.A.

They sit quietly but restlessly at anchor, these pleasure craft—
restrained but poised for action. Sailboats dominate the lot;
four fill the foreground, varying in size and design. Their
colorful reflections ride the ripples of the calm but flowing
waters of the Seine to the bottom of the view, while their masts
soar upward and out of the picture at the top. The bowsprits
of two of the boats stretch beyond the right edge of the scene,
linking the four craft as a group to three of the four bound-
aries of the canvas.

Behind these interlocked vessels sits a packet boat, distin-
guished by its stubby but substantial smokestack, which offers
a contrast—in shape, form, and color—to the long, slender
masts of its wind-dependent mates. It is visually held in place
by the outstretched boom and erect mast of the sailboat on
the left. Behind the packet boat are two other sailboats whose
masts flank its cream-colored stack. A tighter fleet edges its
way into the picture at the far left, its masts silhouetted against
the sky like those of its foreground counterparts, establishing
a syncopated rhythm that activates the view.

Caillebotte was an avid boater, so it is not surprising
that, even after seven years of living and working in Petit
Gennevilliers and Argenteuil, pleasure boats such as these
would be the focus of his picture. Similar craft are featured
in no fewer than thirty-five of the paintings he completed
between 1882, when he first moved to the area, and 1894,
when he died in the house he built on the shores of the Seine,
a two-minute walk from the vantage he assumed to paint this
stunning canvas.

As can be sensed from this lively image, human activity
on the water was a subject close to Caillebotte’s heart. Every
element in the scene appears immediate and physical, whether
it is the boats and their reflections, or the water and its move-
ments. Even the light seems tangible. These effects are aided
by the moment Caillebotte has chosen to render; it is nearly
noon, and the sun is so strong and the air so clear that the light
bakes all of the forms, heightening their plasticity. The sides
of the masts turn buttery yellow; the facade of the house on
the right becomes stark white, just like the building to the left
of center; the turreted structure farther to the left is almost
sculpted by the rays of the sun. The furled sails of two of the
foreground boats are also conspicuous in their brilliance, while
the deck of the one in the center glows with intensity.

Caillebotte’s engagement with his subject is apparent
from his sensitive alignment of certain details. The sailboat on
the left, while cradling the packet boat, seems to stabilize this
vessel with the angled form that supports its own boom and
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that ends where the hull of the packet boat disappears behind
the furled sail. The mast of the same boat coincides with a
corner of the turreted house in the background. The bowsprit
of this boat arcs out and appears to nudge the stern of the boat
to the right.

Caillebotte repeats this subtle linkage elsewhere. The
bowsprit of the black-hulled sailboat in the middle ground, for
example, seems to touch the mast of the larger boat in front of
it, which in turn contacts the stern of the orange boat behind
it. The masts of these three right-hand boats are almost evenly
spaced, as evident in the rectangles of sky that they carve out
and in their reflections in the water; moreover, the one on the
left overlaps the white structure in the background by as much
as the one on the right misses the last house in the scene.

To underscore these relationships, Caillebotte has the mast
and bowsprit of the largest boat in the middle cast a triangular
reflection like that created by its companion to the left, although
larger, like the boat itself. The hypotenuse of this reflection is
bisected by the reflected mast of the orange boat, which also cuts
through the barrel-shaped buoy. The bowsprit of the middle
boat returns the compliment, piercing the reflection of the
orange boat’s hull. Finally, the mast of the orange boat falls
on the rabatment, forming a square with the left side of the
canvas; and the bowsprit of that craft exits the painting at
precisely the midpoint of the right side.

An almost mesmerizing web of stays among the foreground
boats draws attention to Caillebotte’s draftsmanship and the
apparent accuracy of his rendering. But it also introduces some
enigmas. Note the vertical line to the right of the orange
boat’s mast, which descends from an unseen source. In fact it
is attached to a crossbar near the top of the mast, which is cut
off by the top of the picture (a similar arm is visible on one of
the boats at the far left). The stay on the orange boat runs not
only parallel to the mast but directly along the corner of the
background house, an alliance that may seem fortuitous but
was clearly planned. Like the scene as a whole, it testifies to
Caillebotte’s sagacious eye and his desire—Ilike Monet’s before
him on this very site—to stitch together the disparate elements
of modern suburbia to create an ideal place, one that could still
satisfy the urges of an increasingly demanding public.
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Alfred Sisley

Banks of the Seine at Argenteuil
1872

oil on canvas

38 x 56 (15 x 22)

Private Collection

Deceptively simple, this fastidious painting conveys the artist’s
innocence as a first-time visitor to this appealing site as well as
his sophisticated understanding of compositional strategies.
Combined with the exquisite color harmonies and the soothing
arrangement of forms, these qualities attest to the ways that
Argenteuil could both inspire and instruct. They also explain
how Sisley transforms a place of ordinary charms into a celebra-
tion of the benign and the beautiful.

Light falls evenly and consistently throughout the scene,
warming the facades of the buildings on the right, filling
the sail of the boat on the river, and molding the clouds that
hang so weightily just above the horizon. The blues of the
sky beyond these clouds seem to exude a kind of internal glow,
as does the edge of the left bank where the light catches the
ragged underbrush and silhouettes it against the cool blues of
the water.

But it is the composition that is particularly satisfying
here. Like his seventeenth-century Dutch counterparts, Sisley
lowers the horizon, which makes the land seem to recede deep
into the distance and the sky to become enormously expansive.
Despite its spaciousness, however, the landscape appears inti-
mate. Despite its diversity of forms, the whole seems justified,
complete, and authentic.

In large measure these effects derive from Sisley’s vantage
point and his decision to spread the bank generously across the
foreground. We are able to enter the picture on an even keel
because he makes the land appear relatively flat and parallel to
the horizon. He also places the pathway virtually in the center
of the scene, another traditional device of his Dutch forebears.
The path draws us quickly into the space, its bending, wedge-
like shape adjoining an analogous area of grass. Suddenly, it is
clear that the land is not level, that instead it slopes gently but
decidedly down to the river, following the arc that Sisley estab-
lishes from the horizon on the left to the lower right corner.

At the center of that arc a man is standing next to a woman
who is seated in the grass. As one of the few vertical elements
in the picture, the figure of the man echoes the poplars on
the left and the boat on the right, suggesting a harmony of the
human and the natural. He is located so that his head rises
midway between two distant shores of the river. This propitious
balance is evident elsewhere—the red-roofed houses on the
left emerging from the land, or the clouds above the sailboat
dipping at the mast and then rising again over the structure on
the right, their lyrical movement following the profile of the
poplars whose tops rise and fall with a similar cadence.
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Those poplars and the red-roofed houses stand by the
Petit Bras of the Seine. The hills in the distance therefore are
those of Saint-Germain, where the river bends to the right to
form its third loop on its way north from Paris to the English
Channel. If Sisley turned around in this painting, he would
have been looking back toward the highway bridge and the
boat basin, the focus of his equally distilled view of Argenteuil
from this same visit with Monet (cat. 9). These two paintings
are thus pendants in many ways, a relationship one senses not
only in their shared location but in their kindred composi-
tional tactics, handling, and effects. In each Sisley includes a
single sailboat navigating the Seine, a spareness not found in
most impressionist paintings of the site. But most other depic-
tions also capture a more boisterous mood, which suggests
that restraint and tranquility may have been particular charac-
teristics of the Paris-born Sisley. Argenteuil clearly encouraged
a wide latitude. As a breeding ground for individuality and
novel thinking about art, it could not have been a more fertile
environment, and Sisley responded warmly with these images

of hushed sublimity.
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Claude Monet

The Seine at Petit Gennevilliers

1872

oil on canvas

47.9 X 63.5 (18% x 25)

The John M. and Sally B. Thornton Trust

To most people of Monet’s day who lived in Paris and the
suburbs, Argenteuil was a site for weekend leisure, for strolls
along the town’s winding streets and riverbank or boat rides
up and down its unparalleled stretch of the Seine. They could
go on excursions to the outlying fields, which produced various
crops, including grapes that were used to make an extremely
modest wine, le vin d’Argenteuil. Asparagus grew there as
well. It was hailed as the best in the region and was one of
Argenteuil’s most celebrated exports.

Few people would have taken the train from the Gare
Saint-Lazare to Argenteuil (or walked to the town, as some
hearty souls were wont to do) to see a place such as that
depicted in this unusual painting. Sweetly scented air and
vacation enjoyments seem far from its primary offerings.
While boats bob on the water at the river’s edge, they appear
displaced or nonfunctional, their intended use as pleasure craft
significantly compromised by other forces.

. This impression is partly generated by the absence of
humans in the scene. It is also the result of the slightly gloomy,
overcast sky, which is rendered in long, loaded strokes of blue
and gray that rush on diagonals out of the picture. And it is
advanced by the steamboat in the background, which spews
out a spiraling trail of coal blue smoke. A deeper shade of the
ominous clouds above, the smoke twists toward the foreground
as if to proclaim the takeover of the river by newer, mechanized
craft with associations to industry and labor. This fact is asserted
once again by a second cloud of smoke that emerges from
behind the tip of the peninsula and just breaks the horizon.
The waves of light and dark in the Seine, which are described,
like the sky, in broad swaths of opaque pigment, also contribute
to the sense of unease. They seem to roll anonymously by us,
suggesting a kind of passing.

Yet the scruffy bank is what ultimately confirms the impli-
cation that other, nonpicturesque forces are at work. It appears
to possess nothing that would interest the contemporary plcasure
seeker; there are no trees, grassy areas, or places to sit. There
is not even a path to entice a visitor to walk somewhere else.
In addition, it is described with a mixture of drab colors—
browns, grays, and olive greens—all laid down with a heaviness
that denies the joy Monet found in other areas of Argenteuil.

Extending into the scene as a narrow but ponderous triangle,
the bank looks like the tail of a large water beast, floating
motionlessly on the river, dividing earth and sky.
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That Monet chose a nondescript, nontraditional site for
this painting reinforces his willingness to take risks, as it was
novel and daring to immortalize such a place. The work also
bears ample evidence of his intelligence. He organizes the
elements on the bank, for example, with a care that their
apparent disorder disguises. Consider the humble structure that
sits on the left. It lies so low to the ground and its walls and
roof look so flimsy that it seems to be near collapse. But the
angle of the roof parallels the streaking clouds above, as under-
scored by the timbers that hold down its tin or cloth covering.
Its apex 1s also securely located in the middle of the tall, rust-
colored structure behind it, while its right side ends just where
the fagade of that house and a boat on the bank begin.

In front of the shack lie various scraps of wood, their
vagrant lines mimicking the light patterns on the river. Behind
it hovers a more open extension, while above it protrudes a
triad of long poles silhouetted against the sky. The poles mark
the conjuncture of the shed and the red house, whose taut
lines and erect stance make the shed appear more ruinous while
at the same time lending it support.

Just to the right of the house rise the masts of other boats,
presumably afloat on the other side of the point. Monet care-
fully aligns them with the edge of the house. He also has the
mast of the boat on the water in front of the shed divide a
second, smaller background house in half, falling precisely
between its two purple chimneys. This mast cuts the whole
scenc into two parts with its continued reflection in the water.
Monet repeats the vertical thrust of this mast in the distant
poplar to the right and again in the mast of the boat at the end
of the bank, whose triangle of stays is itself echoed in the boat
at the far right of the canvas.

In the disarray of the site Monet has clearly found rationale,
in the motley, something beautiful. The combination of oppo-
sites is particularly appropriate in this painting, which shows a
boatbuilder’s shop near the end of the boat basin at Argenteuil
(the house in the middle ground belonged to the builder, the
poplars in the background identified the start of the Petit Bras
of the Seine). The boatbuilder’s labors are manifest in the
boats moored along the shore as well as others pulled up on
the bank, all of the latter without their masts. His workplace,
depicted in roughly handled paint and less-than-alluring colors,
is where new pleasure boats were repaired or produced, such
as those that populate so many of the impressionist paintings
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of Argenteuil, a transformative process not unlike Monet’s K
own task of taking dissimilar elements and shaping them into
a desirable and orderly whole.

Like his impressionist colleagues, Monet constantly invites
us to experience that process, as he openly declares his painterly o tu
means, simplifies his compositions, and extracts harmonies
where they may not appear to exist. But in a painting such as
this, he reveals those aims with an uncharacteristic forthright-
ness, which is as welcome as it is reaffirming.

Detail, cat. 14
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Auguste Renoir

Portrait of Monet

c. 1873

oil on canvas

65 x 50 (25% X 19%)

National Gallery of Art, Washington,
Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon

He sits at a desk or table reading a book, his head and upper
body bent forward over his text. Nothing disturbs his concen-
tration. Nor does anything distinguish him as the heralded
impressionist painter who, with his adventurous colleagues,
was in the process of radically altering the course of French
art. The thirty-one-year-old artist merely puffs on his pipe,
seemingly absorbed in a book.

The simplicity of the image is deceiving, however, as the
portrait reveals much about an individual whom all of the
impressionists admired. It is as prescient as it is legible, as much
a metaphor for Monet the avant-garde artist as a likeness
sensitively rendered by the former porcelain painter he had
called a friend for nearly a decade.

Renoir has marshaled the various elements in his paint-
ing, completed sometime during Monet’s inaugural year at
Argenteuil, to considerable effect. First, he locates his trans-
planted Parisian confrere in the middle of the view, parallel
to the picture plane, allowing him to fill more than three-
quarters of the area. With little else in the scene, Monet is the
unmitigated focus of attention. He is also substantial. He
rises like a pyramid from the narrow rectangle of the table,
his arms almost touching the sides of the canvas and his head
reaching nearly to the top. There is no teetering, no lack of
conviction. Monet is clearly someone to be reckoned with.

His formidable character is conveyed by his sheer bulk and
by his simplified silhouette, which greatly increase the power
of his presence. Renoir uses both the blocky outline of Monet’s
heavy black jacket and the lighter, bluish background to set
off his figure and make him appear more sculptural. He also
contrasts his handling of paint, rendering the jacket with big,
bold strokes and the background with shorter touches of a
less-loaded brush. The amount of paint on Monet’s jacket
grounds him and contributes to our sense of his engagement
with his text, whereas the thinner, more ethereal background
suggests the expansiveness of his thoughts.

It is difhcult to determine how spacious that background is.
No chair, floorboards, or architectural elements calibrate the
recession. A shadow on the right implies that there is not
much room between Monet and what one assumes is a wall
behind him. But the shadow itself is mysterious. Given its
sharp angle, it does not seem obviously related to Monet. Yet
nothing else in the picture could have cast it. Cézanne would
have appreciated this lack of resolution.
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Equally obscure is the form on the table to the left. Is it
a scarf or the end of a tablecloth that has been pushed aside?
Is it the shadow of some object outside the picture? The latter
seems unlikely because of the color Renoir has laid over the
dark shape. There 1s something vaguely humorous about the
image, as it recalls a shadow-puppet animal with a large snout
and open mouth or a medieval gargoyle.

Regardless of what it may be, the cryptic form is related to
the shadow on the wall. Both are enigmatic, one entering the
scene from the lower left, the other exiting toward the upper
right. They thus create a diagonal across the surface of the
canvas. A more subtle connection between them begins where
the left form touches Monet’s bent arm. This is precisely where
the lighter edge of his cuff meets the table. That edge arcs up
to join the similarly colored lapel of his jacket, which itself
meets the curve of his beard. The line of his beard continues
along the curl of smoke coming from Monet’s pipe, which
leads to the highlights on his left shoulder, which themselves
angle upward to meet the shadow emerging from behind his
back. Why these shadowy forms are linked is as curious as
their presence in the picture, but Renoir was too purposeful
for them to be there by accident.

Among other ambiguities is the position of Monet’s left
hand. It could be under his right forearm or under the book,
but it could also be resting on the table or tucked into his chest.
And what about the book? The raised page appears smaller
than the others, just as the right half of the book seems to be
out of proportion to the left. The rough edges of the pages
identify it as a popular publication, which accords with the
simple wooden table, the unadorned background, and the spare,
compressed setting. It also suits Monet’s informality, his
unkempt hair and beard, even his clay pipe, a type favored
by artisans, sailors, and workers, not the middle or upper
classes. It was in relation to such popular culture that Monet
defined himself.

The book, which emanates light, has captivated Monet.
That he ponders its words and implications is indicated by his
furrowed brow, focused gaze, and the tilt of his head. He seems
to be looking and thinking at the same time—as he does when
he is painting, a process we generally do not see, and a discipline
not often associated with impressionism. In the 1870s critics
thought that the impressionists were only concerned with
the superficial and the spontaneous and that their art was a



Catalogue 79



mindless reaction to the exterior world. The seriousness of the
exploratory-evaluative process Renoir depicts here is ultimately
that which produces culture, with all its stops, starts, and
unknowns. Renoir emphasizes that questioning in the dramatic
play of dark and light throughout the picture, particularly on
Monet’s face and jacket.

We move back and forth between these highly calculated
moments in the painting, just as the impressionists vacillated
between acceptance and denial, partisanship and independence.
Renoir suggests this activity in the pipe and smoke: on the
right the smoke curls out of the bowl of the pipe in idio-
syncratic forms; on the left, from the corner of Monet’s mouth
and the dividing line of the pipe’s slender stem, the exhaled
smoke comes out in a completely different mode, having been
reformulated by the aruist as he sits and thinks.

This brings us back to the two shadows and the meaning
of this painting of a painter immortalized without a single
tool or product of his profession in evidence. The first shadow,
a protosurrealist form, may be a metaphor for the artist’s
imagination, an ann<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>